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ABSTRACT
Taylor, Devon. MFA. The University of Memphis. December 2013. On
Display. Major Professor: Sonja Livingston.
This essay collection is about what we see: what we want to see, how we try to
see, and the poses we strike when we imagine we’re being seen. I open the collection
with a series of personal essays written in memoir style that explore my roots as an
observer and the ways in which this tendency has manifested as I have grown older. The
second half of the collection takes a more analytical approach to my subjects, exploring
the various ways in which people seek to publish themselves and publish the world.
Much of what I am interested in is how people frame these things—both their own
identities as well as their experiences. The desire to see and be seen is, at its heart, a
desire to understand the world and our place in it. These essays explore this motivation
and what it means to us as humans.
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INTRODUCTION
I was a noisy child. Loquacious, opinionated, extremely present. My mother says
the only time I wasn’t talking was when I was asleep, and only then sometimes. But this
is not what I remember. Memory is self-serving, self-confirming. The architecture of
memories is built around the way things felt, the impressions that were left behind.
Perhaps I spent my childhood interacting, but this is not what I remember. I remember
watching.
I was the youngest of a family of half- and step-children, second and third
marriages, and inherited mommy and daddy issues that webbed across the family tree like
silken threads of gypsy moths. We were the modern American family. And, in my role as
the youngest, I was not doted on as my elder brother and sisters were—not for lack of
love, but lack of time. Only the first few pages of my baby book were filled, the tooth
fairy often missed her appointments (but made up for her foible the next night with a
whole dollar). We lived on a huge horse farm where cats and dogs ran underfoot, horse
and pony-boarding moms drove their kids in minivans and Jeep Cherokees up and down
the gravel driveway, and our kitchen resembled Grand Central Station on Saturday
mornings. And I took it all in.
I don’t know if a writer is born or a writer is made, but those formative years
offered me no dearth of characters and dramas to observe and try to make heads and tails
of. Unlike traditional suburban upbringings, I didn’t run with the “neighborhood kids.”
The kids came to my farm—mostly young girls like me. They took lessons, brushed the
tails of ponies, and tried to befriend me, the heir apparent to that horsey world, for
reasons I could only begin to untangle as a child. Our parents spoke above us in veiled
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references to boarding costs, competition performances, and the business of little girls’
dreams.
In the house, there were larger mysteries. There was Jim, my mother’s first
husband, who showed up every other weekend to cart my brother and sister away, an
event which confused me for years. Apparently I would stand on the front steps with my
mom, crying, and begging to go with them. I don’t remember my tantrums, but I do
remember the look of discomfort, almost horror, in Jim’s face. Mom’s oldest daughter,
Meredith—my full sister for all intents and purposes—regarded me with a cool hatred
that would take me nearly twenty years to understand had little to do with me and instead
what I represented. The same thing I represented to Jim. The kid who arrived barely nine
months after my mother left him.
For my mom and dad, their’s was a drama that would take a decade and a half to
fully play out. I took a front row seat for it all, perched on the top step late at night
listening to them fling insults at one another, hers delivered in screams, his slurred in
long, low syllables, the length of a life spent denying there was a problem. When, as a
thirteen year old, I discovered she wrote him letters and kept them in a file on her
computer, I checked it every day after school as a way of keeping tabs on the implosion
of their marriage.
Perhaps mine is not an unusual story: the precocious youngest child, small enough
to escape notice, watching and recording it all in the little diary she hides under her
mattress, as though anyone is looking for it. But it is my story. It is how I began a lifetime
of watching.
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These essays are about what we see. What we want to see, how we try to see, and
the poses we strike when we imagine we’re being seen. The collection opens with an
essay about my childhood, the roots of it all, but my gaze extends beyond the farm into
court rooms, oceans, the Amazon, the Internet, and ancient Rome.
The seeds sown for me as a child were about trying to understand people. What
motivated them, what were they thinking, why did they do what they did? I looked for
patterns, for tells. For those moments when they let their masks slip just enough for me to
see what was beneath. In this way, I became aware of my own masks and my own tells. I
became so aware of my behavior, the subtle ways I tried to manipulate, that I often had
the sensation that I was watching myself. It was hyper-self-consciousness, a child’s
version of Woody Allen’s neurosis. It never let up. Why is he doing this? Why am I
doing this? Am I doing this because I want to do it but because I think I want to do it? Am
I not doing this because I am afraid I would do it for the wrong reasons? This the
soundtrack that plays in my head most of the day.

There is a meta-quality to my fascination with seeing. I am perhaps most
interested in watching the observed when they know they are observed. I am speaking, of
course, of public performance. The art of acting as though you are not acting.
David Foster Wallace wrote of this phenomenon in his essay, “E Unibus Pluram:
television and U.S. fiction,” in his collection, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do
Again. He said of the strange breed of voyeurism that is watching television: “What
classic voyeurism is is espial, i.e. watching people who don’t know you’re there as those
people go about the mundane but erotically charged little businesses of private life… But
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TV-watching is different from genuine Peeping-Tomism. Because the people we’re
watching through TV’s framed-glass screen are not really ignorant of the fact that
somebody is watching them.” In this age of Facebook and Instagram and YouTube and
online photo albums and stoplight cameras and every other mechanism that peels back
the layers of our privacy, we become part of the collective. And so we behave
accordingly, seeing ourselves through the eyes of our consumers, finding the perfect
Instagram filter to showcase our lives.
For those of us that welcome the intrusion, have invited it in fact, we live in a
constant state of posing.
In the critically-acclaimed 1994 television show, My So-Called Life, the lead
character, Angela Chase, played by breakout star Claire Danes, bemoans that a public life
requires she simultaneously acknowledge multiple and sometimes disparate facets of
herself. She says, in her typical teenage fashion, “What I, like, dread, is when people who
know you in completely different ways end up in the same area. And you have to develop
this, like, combination you on the spot.” This very sensation—this development of a
“combination you”—is what makes public performance so fascinating to me. Both
others’ and my own. In many ways, by performing for the public, we reveal far more
about ourselves and our secret desires and insecurities than we do left to our own devices,
penning our thoughts to Dear Diary.

For so many people, the desire to be seen and understood is really about our
recognition of our insignificance—really our own mortality. That is a big, scary word that
we can’t always look at straight-on. It has been said that we spend our entire lives coming
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to terms with the fact that we are going to die, and only then perhaps come to accept it as
it is happening. At least I hope so. Maybe we never do. But until that last moment, so
much energy is spent on the act of preserving ourselves. Through photographs and murals
and the words you are reading right now. See me, these things cry out. Remember I was
here.
And, for perhaps a similar reason—our sense that time is fleeting, that we can’t
know or understand it all in that time—we find ways to capture the world, to freeze it.
The ultimate act of preservation is photography. It tricks us into believing we can hold on
to a moment, that we can own something. Susan Sontag said “to collect photographs is to
collect the world.” I recognize where Sontag was coming from when she argued that
“…photographs actively promote nostalgia… A beautiful subject can be the object of
rueful feelings, because it has aged or decayed or no longer exists. All photographs are
memento mori. To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s (or thing’s)
mortality, vulnerability, mutability.” And, to take it a step further, to take a photograph is
to participate in our own mortality. Its preserving because we know not only will it not
last, neither will we.
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BEGINNINGS, AGE FIVE
I have a seashell my mom gave me. She brought it back to our farm after a trip
she took down the Jersey shore. She handed it to me and said, “Here, Devon. I found this
for you.” I imagine her walking along the edge of the waves looking for it, thinking about
me. Even though she says she loves me the same as Brad and Meredith, maybe she is
telling me that she loves me most. That’s what the shell means. I was home on our farm
missing her and she was far away at the ocean missing me and maybe that kept us
connected. I don’t think she brought Brad or Meredith a shell.
I’m the youngest and I feel very small sometimes. I want to climb up in my
mother’s lap and say, “look at me, pay attention to me.” But she’s busy and she doesn’t
sit down so I can climb on her. Dad and Meredith and Brad are tall like her, so they can
look at each other and be the same. I’m too little to be like them.
I’m bigger than I look though. There are a lot of things I would like to say that I
think she would like to hear. I want to tell her how the leg of her jeans feels when I reach
up to her, how her hair looks soft like our dog’s, and how the lines around her eyes
remind me of the sound leaves make when you step on them. I want to ask her how she
goes so fast when she walks, how I need so many more steps than she does. I want to tell
her how I like the way the cord of the phone runs from the wall around the doorway and
how I can follow it and find her.
When I look at the shell, I try to imagine Mom dying. I don’t want her to die, but I
like how it makes the shell more important. I stand in my room when it’s quiet in the
house and I hold it in my hand and think really hard about it. It’s the kind of shell that’s
big on the top and pointy on the bottom and you can hear the ocean in it. It fits right in
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my hand. I put it up to my ear and listen and it feels like a long time ago, like these are
waves that happened before. I think of Mom being something that happened before. How
I wouldn’t be able to follow after her or look up and watch her talk. She would be gone.
All I can do is keep this shell in a secret place and not show it to anyone. And when no
one was around, I will take it out and hold it for as long as I want.
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THERE IS A LIFE
It all came apart so slowly. Every part was a necessary step in the dismantling.
Even the first step, the day fifteen years before when Mom and Dad drove past the farm,
sprawled out over acres grown wild with disuse. It was just months into their marriage
and they were still drunk on the possibility of fresh starts and love that lasts forever—the
evidence of their past mistakes asleep in the back seat, the evidence of their future ones
asleep in her womb. They pulled to the side of Buddtown Road, stepped out of the car,
the weeds high around their calves and saw the ‘For Sale’ sign. That was the first pull in
the fabric. But how could they know? A new love begs to be challenged, to prove that it’s
invincible. Go ahead, pour your money into this farm, your sweat and your hours. Peel
paper off the walls of that old ruined farmhouse and hammer down nails in the
floorboards. Fill these pastures with horses that need bales of hay and new shoes every
month and expensive bridles and saddles.
I’ll pay the bills, you build this farm, my Dad might have said. And he would
have meant it, would have loved the idea of Mom, her long blond hair pulled back in a
pony tail, painting kitchen cabinets and hanging buckets in the barn. He in a suit, she in a
pair of jeans. Mom was two years removed from a job teaching English to seventh
graders, a job she despised, that she fled, along with her ex-husband. She’d spent a year
hot-walking horses on the racetrack and teaching riding lessons at a local stable. As a
lawyer, Dad made enough money to feel like it was a lot of money—enough money for
both of us, he might have said. Go ahead, their love pushed, buy this farm.
And in those golden 1980s, the first decade of my childhood, it worked. She laid
tile and he wrote legal briefs and they went to Friday night auctions and bought horses

8

and ponies. They bred the mares and stayed up late when they foaled. They plunked
riding helmets on the heads of my sisters, my brother, and me. She taught us to push our
heels down in the stirrups when we rode, and he offered clueless, but kind words like You
look good up there or Our own little National Velvet. And they marveled in what they
had created.
Our days were not stagnant, but marked with constant reminders of life. Foals
born, ponies that bucked and galloped across the fields, mutts that trotted on to the farm
and stayed, and litters upon litters of kittens. I was the lone product of both of my parents,
my older brother and sisters from each of their first failed attempts. And in the way of the
youngest, life had a permanence to it. That way that I could look at everyone older than
me and feel like the track never strayed far from the familiar. Life moved, but each day
the movement felt simple and predictable. Dresden had a filly last night or We better get
the horses in before it storms. It was safe; it was neverending.

It’s easy to look back now and see the cracks. In lieu of a business model, my
parents opted for we’ll figure it out later. They grew sentimental attachments to horses
they needed to sell, to horses owners that got behind on board. Dad’s nightly gin-andtonic ritual stopped having the charm of those first couple of years where everything is
funny, where everything is foreplay, where even the boozy, uncoordinated groping of
one-too-many is sexy. And Mom’s dreams got big, too big, grew beyond the four corners
of our South Jersey farm to show circuits in Florida and Vermont, to the chance for us
kids to really compete. Maybe it felt to him like she was seeing past him, past their life
and marriage. And when she returned with us after a weekend away at a show and found
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him slumped at the kitchen table, drowning his sixth one, perhaps it felt to her like there
was no absence in her departure and no thrill in her return.
These things can go on for years. There’s comfort in anything if it becomes
routine. I was a young girl then and the halcyon days of that first decade bled into my
teenage years when I woke at night to hear my parents fighting downstairs and tiptoed
through mornings when their stony silence could fill the room. Over time, it, too, became
simple and predictable.
If it wasn’t the drinking or the horses, it was the money that ultimately did them
in. By the time I was fourteen, my parents were two mortgages deep and living on credit
cards. There were too many horses, too many acres, too many dreams. My sisters were all
grown and gone by then, my brother soon to follow. The farm had stopped being a
vehicle for my parents’ love, stopped being a place they could raise children and paint
cabinets and grow together. It just became a giant mouth to feed.

Cheryl was just an excuse for my Dad, a way out. Her kids took riding lessons for
a time and she was going through a rough patch with her husband—she approached Dad
for legal advice and it wasn’t long before the affair started. Maybe he looked at her, a
part-time cleaning lady, part-time bus driver and saw someone who might not have
dreams too big for him. But it didn’t matter what he saw; what mattered was what he
didn’t, which was a life with us, with me, with Mom, with the farm. He moved across
town with Cheryl two months shy of my fifteenth birthday.
Mom kept it up for a bit—tried to make a go at keeping the business, the horses,
and the boarders. Maybe she realized it wasn’t the same without him there, without even

10

the idea of him there—Dad who hadn’t set foot in the barn in months, if not years. Or
maybe she just ran out of steam. The farm never gave back as much as it promised. After
a few months she took up with a new boyfriend: a soft, kindly electrician named Milt
who lived a couple of miles away. A month after my fifteenth birthday, they were
engaged. After that, she quit teaching riding lessons and sold off most of everything—
horses, equipment, the trailer. The horses that were left were a couple of ponies, a school
horse, Elsa, an old broodmare, Dresden, and a handful of self-sufficient boarders.
Elsa and Dresden had lived in the back pasture for years. In her heyday
broodmare years, Dresden was a gorgeous, albeit high-strung Thoroughbred with a rich,
dark coat and ears that twitched nervously. Elsa spent the better part of her years teaching
little kids to ride. She was a wide, flat-backed Quarter Horse who embodied slow-andsteady—the mini-van to Dresden’s sports car. By the time they reached old age,
Dresden’s sight was going, causing her even more nervousness, and Elsa was a cranky
old bat. Set out to pasture together, the two were as unlikely a pair as any, but they took
to one another like a pair of widowed old ladies with no one else left in the world. They’d
be out in the back field together, ambling across the acres, or side by side with their noses
stuck in the grass. In the hot summer months when the black flies swarmed, they would
stand next to one another, facing in opposite directions, and swish flies off each other’s
faces. After most of the horses were sold and the barn was emptied out, it made sense to
bring them inside and give them their own stalls. But it was like separating a foal from
her mother. Even in neighboring stalls, they neighed for one another and paced back and
forth frantically. After a couple of days, we gave up and let them loose in the pasture
again where they resumed their afternoon walks.
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In those summer months when Dad was gone and Mom was off falling in love
and who knows where my brother was, I moved through the barn and along the fence
railings with the air of an empty-nester. The hushed quiet never lost its pitch, never grew
to feel simple and predictable. But if I perched on a post along the back field and watched
Elsa and Dresden deep in a patch of summer clover, I could almost grasp that longforgotten sense of permanence. With my back to the barn and the acres of empty
pastures, I could imagine them full, that the barn hummed with the whoosh of hay
pitched, the pounding of a blacksmith’s hammer, the clip of a cross-tie, the voices of
pony kids and reluctant parents and the easy cadence of my mother at the center of it all.

No one else was there when Dresden hemorrhaged. I don’t recall many of the
details—just that it was early on a July evening, an hour or two of light left in the day,
and I was the only one home. I seem to remember that my mother was away that
weekend, though I don’t know where, or why. I don’t know if I heard Dresden’s cries of
distress or if I was filling up the water trough and saw it all happen. I do know that by the
time Dr. Hanson arrived, the sun was all but gone, and he said there was nothing he could
do, nothing that anyone could have done. Severe renal hemorrhage. That’s a death
sentence. The two images that stay lodged in my memory are this: Dresden, all at once
panicked and resigned to needing us, to needing something, eye-balling us as she stood
clipped to the end of a lead shank, her coat dark in the gloaming; and, after her body had
been hauled away and Dr. Hanson was gone, leading Elsa into the barn, her hooves heavy
on the concrete, the sway of her back, and the slope of her neck, and thinking It’s just you
now, Elsa.
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The next morning one of the boarders was there when I strolled into the barn.
Lynn, a pretty middle-aged woman with a tiny frame who fancied herself something of a
cowgirl, who rented out several stalls in the barn and eked out an existence buying and
selling thoroughbreds off the track. She took care of our last remaining horses in
exchange for a little break in the board. I’d left a note filling her in on the details the night
before. She okay? I asked when I saw Lynn. Fine. Ate her breakfast like nothing. Good
old Elsa. Solid as a truck.
By noon Elsa was stamping at the sawdust and turning to peer at her side, a
distinct rumble in the barrel of her belly. Even at fifteen, I knew colic. Horses have
delicate, complex digestive systems. It doesn’t take much—too much water, a shift in
diet, a stressful trailer ride—to send their abdomens into spasm or, worse, put a kink or
block in their intestines. Something like ten percent of horses colic at one point or another
and, though it can be fatal, it can also be merely a minor hiccup in a horse’s morning. I’d
stood with Mom and looked over the top of a stall door to a horse inside pawing at the
ground and nipping at his side. You have to get them out of their stalls and hold them,
Mom used to tell me, because if they roll on the ground, they can twist their intestines
and rupture them. They’ll be dead within minutes.
I slid a halter over Elsa’s big bay head and led her out of her stall. Lynn called Dr.
Hanson and within a half hour he was back feeding a tube through the old mare’s nostril
and into her stomach. He pumped a greasy mixture of glycerin and vegetable oil in and
we waited to see if her stomach would settle or the blockage would pass. In a way it was
nice to have Dr. Hanson back out there, even if Lynn was looking on with concerned eyes
where I used to stand and I was in the place of Mom. He’d been our vet for a lot of years
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and run a lot of tubes down horses’ nostrils. Not one for many words, he would
sometimes surprise us with a wry comment. Why do you always call me with bad news?
he might say, or It’s going to cost you extra if you want me to save him. Sometimes his
jokes fell flat, but we laughed all the same. He’d helped deliver foals and poultice legs
and dress wounds and ease our old and sick out of this world with as much grace and
humanity as any man who’s done it a million times can. Even a sick horse was a welcome
reminder of those days when Mom and Dad were home and the farm was still enough.
It was short lived though. We caught it early, he told us. Just walk her for a little
while and let the cramps settle. After that she can go out in the pasture. She should be
fine. And then Dr. Hanson packed up and was gone. The mini-drama of the day had
passed and Lynn went back to whatever she was doing. It was quiet again. The afternoon
was creeping toward the hour when it stormed, the hour when it always seemed to storm
in the summer when we lived on the farm. The air took on a kind of static charge and the
trees rustled a bit harder, more purposefully. I grabbed a rain jacket from the supply room
and clipped a lead shank to Elsa’s halter. Let’s go, old girl.
We walked. Past the arena and the old geldings’ field, behind the A-barn to the
stretch of grass where the cow barn had stood when we first moved to the farm. Elsa
ambled along steadily, the path of our steps as familiar to her as to me. Along the hedges
Mom had planted as saplings and the spot by the house where the weeping willows had
stood and both died within months of each other—one struck by lightning, the other
rotted from inside. The sky was shifting, the colors deepening to a moody, plaintive grey.
I could smell the rain before it began.
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The pasture’s iron gate squealed when I pulled it open, the rust from a thousand
summer storms flaking at the hinges. Go on, I said to Elsa, unclipping the lead and
patting her on the flank. She took a few steps, almost unsteady, like a newborn colt, and
then found her footing and made her way into the heart of the field. The first of the rain
began to ping off the iron gate and pelt the top of my head. I stood there and watched her.
Just you and me, Elsa. The only ones left.
I saw her drop to her knees. Before I could get over the fence she had heaved
herself to the ground and was rolling and thrashing—not the roll of an energetic yearling
or a sweaty and itchy school horse, but the dreaded colic roll. Come on, Elsa! Get up! I
barked at her, smacking at her rump. She wouldn’t budge, and her rolling got more
violent, her legs kicked out in all directions.
You don’t realize how large a horse is until it no longer yields to your control and
you see the massive tank of a belly and the muscles bulge beneath their coat. Elsa! Stop! I
hollered, whipping at her with my rain jacket. A sound came from her, from deep within
the ocean of her, something between a moan and a wail, something primitive, something
I’d never heard before. It was pouring by then, dumping on both of us, and the jacket was
slippery in my hands, but I kept beating her with it, yelling at her to Get up, get up, get
up! Elsa, get up! I saw a milky white substance come across her eyes, the elusive third
eyelid only some animals have, that only some draw over their view in the last moments.
I should have known by then it was over, should have dropped my hands and let
her pass, but I kept hitting her, keep screaming at her, wouldn’t let her go. I was
unwilling to see that she was already gone, that everything was already over, that all
things must pass, and that there is love that can be tested, that cannot be broken, that will
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answer the challenge and lie down in a field and die for another, and that there is life,
still, in a girl who stands in the rain, beating down on a beast, saying I’m not through yet.
I’m still here.
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SPACES IN TIME

The farmhouse where I grew up was built in the 1840s. Section by section it was
constructed over the years, which explained its haphazard layout and uneven, tilted
floors. If you angled it right, you could roll a marble from my room, over the top landing
of the steps, through my brother Brad’s bedroom, across what was the playroom and later
became the computer room, and into the bathroom—our only bathroom.
Brad grew with the indecency of living in a bedroom with only three walls, open
like a diorama, that we all walked through every day and night to get to the bathroom.
He, the only boy sandwiched between Meredith and me, suffered the indignity without
complaint—perhaps because he was graceful or perhaps because he knew nothing else—
and we did our part to tread lightly when passing through. It was a compromise that
became just the way we lived. The only actual door his room had was to the closet, a
modest-sized space, but what must have felt like an ocean of privacy for my brother
whose piles of dirty laundry and comic book posters suffered the scrutiny of every family
member and house guest in need of the bathroom. Among whatever treasures Brad
deemed worthy of this modicum of secrecy was the only remaining heirloom of a family
that once called our house their home. On the bottom of the inside of the door, scrawled
with green crayon in crude, wobbly letters was a name. ROY.
The name belonged to the youngest of the Schultheiss family who owned our
house from the 1920s until we bought it in 1982. How old Roy was when he scribbled on
the door is anyone’s guess, but he was child in the 1940s. He and his brothers, Dave Jr.
and Jack, grew up, like us, on those forty acres of flat South Jersey land. His parents,
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Dave and Elsie, used that land for dairy cows and alfalfa—harvesting and selling both. I
imagine they made a good business of it, too, with acres for planting, a massive cow barn,
and a state-of-the-art milkhouse. And those strong country boys.
By the time my parents bought the farm in the early ‘80s, the cow barn was all but
falling down. The wide slat siding was splintering away, letting the light into the barn,
where hay dripped down through the rotting floorboards and feral cats scampered into
holes in the walls. Dave Jr. and Roy had long been put in the ground.
Dave Jr. was twenty when he crashed the rented crop-dusting plane into the
alfalfa fields behind the barn, killing himself and burning the crop. I don’t know how old
I was when I learned about the crash, but it either never resonated with me or I
comfortably accepted it, because I never thought of it. It was just something that had
happened. In all the years I spent running barefoot through the pastures or ice-skating on
the marshy ponds that formed in long ovals in the wet New Jersey winters, I never cast a
glance across the fields and thought of that plane nosing down, twisting into a fiery
wreck, killing the Schultheiss’ first born.
Roy slipped away in what became our living room. He was the youngest, but he
outlived Dave Jr. by a year before succumbing to bone cancer. It was 1962 when he
passed—just four years after Dave Sr. and Elsie had buried their first boy. I don’t know
how I know that Roy died in the living room. Maybe we were told or maybe I imagined
it, but I grew with an idea of where his bed would have arranged, near the stairs and
under the window where he could look out to the barn where chickens pecked at the
ground and cows stamped away flies. I guess back then people like the Schultheisses died
at home, strong and true to their land.
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It’s difficult to pinpoint how early my childhood was infused with the knowledge
of Roy and Dave Jr. and how much of it I knew and how much I created. But I never felt
like our house was haunted. Even the idea that Roy died right there in the living room,
where a shelf holding our video cassettes sat for most of my formative years, I wasn’t
afraid. I was a sensitive, sentimental child and, if anything, I felt a sense of kinship with
Roy. Like him, I was the youngest of three children. We claimed the same bedroom as
our own—though, again, I wonder if this detail was real or imagined. We walked down
the same steep, narrow steps into the cellar wrought with mildew and decay. Was he
afraid of that cellar, too? When summer storms blew across the farm in the late afternoon,
from west to east, and lit up the open skies and shook the old house, I wondered if he,
too, felt that thrill of energy, that sense that there were truths to be discovered.
We joked about him, too. When one of us kids broke something or left a carton of
milk to warm on the counter, we shrugged our shoulders. “Must have been Roy.” He was
the friendly ghost if he was a ghost at all, and I think we all felt something of affection
for him.
Elsie’s love for her youngest ran deep, so deep that after he died, she became
something of a recluse, and, by the end of her life, a shut-in. How it must have been for
her to lose two children just years apart, both on her watch. After she and Dave sold the
farm or, as I later learned, lost it, they moved across the street with their remaining son,
Jack. Quite literally, across the street. Their home was a modest grey rancher that sat at
the end of a long gravel driveway tucked behind rows of corn in the summer months,
then exposed again after each August harvest.
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Mom and Dad tell of Dave Sr. showing up at the kitchen door in the mornings,
accepting a cup of coffee, and sitting down at the table with them as though they were old
friends. As though it was still his home. He showed them things about the house, took
them around like a real estate agent, pointing out the pipes under the sink that froze in the
winter and where a fireplace had been bricked over in the living room. Dave gave my
parents the history of the house, too—dates different rooms were added and names of
former tenants—and, with it, his family’s history. The years they put into that farm. It
was all so closely knit. As Dave ran a hand smooth against the living room wall, showing
where the fireplace had been, did his eyes catch upon a corner of the room, reminding
him of where a bed had once been?
In their own ways, both my parents and Dave were graceful. Mom and Dad
welcomed Dave into our home and he welcomed us into his.
Growing up with them across the street never felt odd, because it was just the way
it was. But looking back, how strange to be growing up on display to the former
homeowners. And how strange for them! How Dave must have felt creaking that kitchen
screen door open those mornings, the weight of it familiar in his hand, and seeing a
different kitchen table. A place that was as unfamiliar as it was familiar. For them to
watch us lead horses into the pastures where their cows had grazed. To see us rehab the
old horse barn in the back and raze the cow barn, reducing it to a heap of wood slats, and
then to piles that burned, and then to nothing. But I suppose that’s how they preferred it,
to be close, to keep vigil over this land where two of their boys had lost their lives.
The guilt of it gnawed at Mom for years—her taking Elsie’s place on the farm
with her three children still alive to wheel bicycles into the old shed where the three boys
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had once bottled milk. Years later she told me how she took pen to paper and wrote Elsie
a letter. Wrote of how she bathed her children in the same tub that Elsie did, pulled
splinters out of our feet picked up on the wide-planked floors that Elsie and her family
walked. The walls that were painted over with care, never forgetting what was beneath
them before—and how she kept the wallpaper in the baby’s room the same. And the
closet door, how that was preserved, how Elsie’s beloved boy was treasured in our home,
too.
She didn’t send the letter. By then Elsie didn’t come outside, didn’t answer the
door or her phone, and by the end, Dave said she stopped answering him. He still carried
on, though. Dave leased the back acres from us—for a song, I imagine, knowing my
parents—and grew and bailed alfalfa. He leaned out the window of the cab of his truck
and shot the breeze with my Dad each day as he hauled his hay off. He sold it at Kirby’s
just down the road in town. Stacked it in rows in the cool, dry supply room and then
carried it out to customers’ trucks and restacked it there, in their beds, and bound it down
with twine. He didn’t grow soft with age, but stayed muscled and hardy and strong,
strong in ways that Elsie did not. But strong as he was, he went two days after she did,
dead of a heart attack, and they were buried together.
We were still children then. I don’t remember when Dave Schultheiss bailed hay
in the back fields and then when he did not. I don’t remember my parents dressing in
black and driving into town for the funeral. I don’t remember one less coffee mug piled
up in the sink each morning. I just remember the alfalfa fields tall and green and quiet
back there behind the horse pastures. At some point my parents leased them to someone
else or maybe sold them. We were busy with the business of growing up. In the warm
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months we played wiffleball in the grass where the cow barn had been. We steered ponies
around courses and lit down the dirt lane on quads. Brad hid Playboys in the hay barn and
I hid poems in desk drawers. Meredith, six years my senior, practiced curse words on my
brother and me, threatening to beat us if we told. Mom charted our growth on the
doorway of the kitchen, marking our initials and the date, until we stopped growing and
the lines just became measures of how straight we were standing or when our hair was
last cut.
All the while, across the street, was Jack. The middle boy widowed by his
brothers and orphaned by his parents. I never saw him, at least not that I remember.
Maybe as a child I did—maybe he was a reedy figure that sat on the bench seat in the
dark cab of his father’s truck as my parents talked to Dave, gesturing toward the forsythia
bushes, “Are they coming in as full this year?” as I played underfoot. But as I grew
older, even after I became aware of Jack across the street, I still never saw him. He was
as absent as Elsie and Dave and Dave Jr. and Roy. For me the Schultheisses all lived
inside of Roy’s wobbly, childish scrawl.
Brad and I used to stay up late in the summer and would hear cars on Jack’s
driveway, that long stretch that led to the little house where Elsie had shut herself in. Dad
figured he was dealing drugs and it was a probably a safe bet—those cars rolled back
down his driveway a few minutes later, their white reverse lights blinking into our living
room.
What would Roy have thought of his brother? The part of me that felt close to
Roy, almost protective of him, felt angry. Jack was the last of the boys. Dave Sr. had
worked honestly until the day he died, keeping watch over their mother, setting aside
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pride and leasing what he had once owned in order to provide. He left Jack alone with the
legacy of what that meant, with the family name.
It was not a legacy Jack wanted to preserve. At least that’s what could be gleaned
from the stacks of boxes that appeared at the end of that long driveway one summer
evening late in my teen years. There was something too deliberate about the row of them
for it to be empty containers or trash. My curiosity got the best of me and I crept across
the street to the pile, hidden out of view by the cornfields late in their growth. Pulling the
flaps apart on one box, I saw books—bibles and check registries and yearbooks. Lenape
High School. My high school and I guessed the boys’.
In another box were ornaments, dozens of them. Hand-painted, glass-blown
Christmas ornaments of red Santas and blue candles and silver balls. Wrapped with care
in tissue that was feathery with age. Box after box revealed more treasures—old clothes
and paintings and wedding albums. The things that make up a family. All left to the care
of Jack and all left to the side of the road. I carried the boxes across the street to my
house, back to where they used to live.
Inside, I sat on my bed and paged through the yearbooks. They were thinner than
ours, black and white, and musty-smelling, but otherwise intact. Jack’s name was printed
inside in small, careful letters. No one had written notes or left signatures the way that
kids in my high school did and I wondered if that was a new practice or if Jack had
always hidden himself from view. I found him among the seniors, a dark-haired, seriouslooking boy with thick glasses and acne-puckered skin. He appeared almost unrelated to
Roy, a junior, who had an easy smile and duck-tail hair cut and looked like a kid whose
popularity was a foregone conclusion. I traced my finger over his picture, a shiver
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running through me, realizing that thumbnail picture represented a man who once walked
these floors and slept in that very room. Jack and Roy’s pictures were only a few pages
apart and it was haunting to imagine that they had once been even closer, lived in that
house together.
But what must it have been like to be Jack? To watch your brothers die around
you and never earning the hero’s honor that comes with dying young. Living on, not
enough to serve the role of three boys, not enough to keep your mother from closing
herself in the house, out of the light. Not loving her enough to follow her to the grave like
your father did. Left that house, that awful house at the end of a long driveway that if you
back down shines lights into the house you grew up. Your home.
By the time I was sixteen, our family was dismantled, parceled out. Meredith, our
oldest, learned to drive stick shift on the dirt lane and then was gone, moved out at
eighteen. Brad went off to college two years later. Dad left for another woman. Mom got
remarried and moved her new husband in and took up Christianity with the same zeal she
once trained horses and retiled floors. The barn grew empty and then dusty and
cobwebbed. I moved through the center aisle, the air heavy with silence, thick with what
had been there before. And it felt for a time like I had suffered deaths. Not real ones, but
small fractures in the way I conceived of my life and my family, of what I knew.
Everyone left or became people I didn’t recognize anymore.
And eventually we left, too. Mom could no longer keep up the payments on the
mortgage and anyway she had no use for an empty barn anymore. And I suppose that
farm had no use for us anymore. We packed up the rooms, sold off the equipment, and
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were gone, leaving our heights on the wall, Roy’s name on the door, and Jack across the
street.
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WEIGHTLESS
“I don’t think Devon ever cries,” Dad announces at the breakfast table. “Hasn’t in
years, anyway.” I don’t remember how the subject of crying has come up, but Dad’s
opinion, like all of his opinions, is clear: it is for the weak. He gives me a nod of
approval. I am strong. I am stoic. Nothing affects me.

Years earlier, I am willing myself through the multistate portion of the bar exam. I
am in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania on day two of three and am hanging together like a
threadbare blanket. It is two weeks since Matt—my boyfriend and best friend of the past
two years—has unceremoniously dumped me and one week since I found the reason, and
that her name was Kristine.
He didn’t tell me about her. He just stood in the doorway of my kitchen looking
uncomfortable, avoiding my eyes. I sat at my kitchen table, my hair pulled into a messy
pony tail. In front of me were several stacks of flashcards with terms like “easement” and
“inchoate crimes” scribbled on them.
“I just need to be alone for a while. I need to find myself,” he told me, his hands
in his pockets, his eyes fixed on the tiled floor.
“But, Matt, it’s me. It’s us.” I pushed my chair away from the table, stood up, and
walked to him. I put my hands on his shoulders—round and strong from his morning
push-up routine. I stared up at his face, tanned from the summer sun, forcing him to meet
my gaze.
He blinked back at me dully. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

26

I walked dizzy to the living room and slumped onto the couch. He followed and
stood next to me, staring down, like he didn’t know what came next or how long he had
to stay. I think I was crying, or maybe I was too shocked to. The center was blown out of
me. He leaned down and kissed me—tenderly it seemed—on my forehead.
“Goodbye,” he whispered and turned away.
I leaned back and pulled a blanket across me, over my face. I heard him walk the
length of the floor. The stairs creaked beneath his weight. The door yawned opened.
Summer birds chattered outside. The door whooshed shut. I waited, hoping, certain he
would turn back, my breath hot beneath the afghan. Then I heard the rumble of his Dodge
starting, the groan as it shifted into reverse, then the sound of his engine growing quieter
and quieter until I couldn’t hear it any longer. The air was vacuum silent.
It would be another week before I learned of Kristine. I wouldn’t sleep much, eat
even less. Two weeks later I will begin the three day bar exam.
Now, on day two at the start of the six-hour, two-hundred question multiple
choice portion, I am unraveling. The breakup and the most important test of my life are
fighting for top billing.
Hunched over the exam, I struggle to focus on a question. It is long and complex
and might be about civil procedure. The words are a tangle and I need to reread them
several times to understand what they are asking. Of the five answers, three of them
sound plausible. Then, after a bit of thought, four do.
Why don’t you know the answer? The voice is my own, but it’s talking to me,
which will seem curious later, but not now.
I am not prepared, I answer my own question.
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Why aren’t you prepared?
Because I didn’t study.
Why didn’t you study?
I couldn’t focus.
Why not?
Because Matt left me.
Why?
Because he didn’t love me.
Why didn’t he love you?
The words swim on the page below me, while all around me hundreds of other
would-be attorneys work methodically through the questions, recalling note cards and
mnemonic devices, filling the ovals of their answer choices, making the marks heavy and
dark.

Two years later and I live in Philadelphia. I’m an attorney now.
It is past one in the morning and Dustin is still in my apartment. He brought a
pizza and a movie over, an offer I shrugged at and ultimately agreed to because it is
raining and it required no effort on my part.
We sat on my couch together earlier, the movie playing on my TV, and he put his
arm around me. I stiffened at the advance. I wasn’t afraid of him, just not interested in
him. I wanted to be and tried to be and thought maybe I should be. We were a month into
dating—a casual affair that had escalated into phone calls during the week and an
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expectation of plans on the weekend. I figured if I held on long enough, I could talk
myself into it.
The weekend before we’d sipped beers in the low lighting of Monk’s Café, a bar
in downtown Philadelphia that carried a wide selection of Belgian craft beers.
“You’re really special to me,” he said, his thin lips curling into a half-smile, halfsmirk, like he was laughing at his own vulnerability.
I smiled and tipped the pint of Hennepin into my mouth, guzzling what was meant
to be savored.
Later, drunk at my second floor apartment, I’d popped the top off a Yards
Brawler.
“Want one?” I asked, holding it out to him.
He stepped up behind me and wrapped his arms around my stomach. “Let’s just
go to bed,” he said softly in my ear.
“Soon,” I said, drawing the bottle to my mouth.
It had been a month and I knew my time was up. I was working my way up to it.
An hour or so later, him on top of me in bed, I thought about dinner and how I’d
forgotten to eat. I had pasta in my kitchen. I could put the pot of water on the stove now
and it would be ready within ten minutes. I could eat it while I watched television.

I found out about Kristine by reading Matt’s email. It was a week after he’d stood
in my kitchen, told me he needed to be alone, and I was at a loss. None of it made sense.
Not the timing, not the reasoning, not the way he’d been able to turn and walk down the
steps, not even pausing at the door, his mind seemingly already made up. I went over it
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countless times in the days afterward, remembering his words, the way he shifted as he
stood. I needed answers. I knew the password to his email—he knew I knew the
password—and he had left me with no choice, I told myself.
I read the first email, one to her planning a menu to make together that evening,
and my pulse quickened. I felt a cold sweat creeping across my skin. I had spent the past
week willing myself to give him space, imagining he was growing ever-closer to picking
up his phone and calling me. But now, reading his words, it was apparent I wasn’t even a
consideration.
After that, I was obsessed. It wasn’t enough to just know, I needed to know why.
Did I push him away? When did I begin to lose him? When did he become hers? I logged
in dozens of times a day over the next week leading up to the exam, reading every
personal email he sent or received, sometimes leaving his inbox open and just refreshing
the page. I was way beyond concerns of personal privacy. My thick, red Barbri study
book laid open as I pored over the emails, casting myself privy to the gruesome truth of
his indifference.
*
Breaking it off with Dustin is easy. It isn’t like ripping off a band-aid or jumping out of a
plane or really like anything. It is just something I say after the movie is over.
“You’re afraid of your feelings,” he tells me, the wrinkles on his forehead
bunching up into rows of lines. It is a great thing to say, something I’m glad he says, so I
can repeat it the next day at brunch with my girlfriends. I will use air quotes.
I will also tell them how, after I ended it, I told him I still wanted to be friends.
“It’s just a line,” I’ll say, in my defense. And how he took that as a green light to fetch a
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beer from the fridge and recline on my couching watching television while I sat ten feet
away on a stool at my counter aimlessly surfing the internet and ignoring him. When I am
tired, I will announce that I am going to bed. He will ask if he can come and I will
respond “no.” He will ask if he can sleep on my couch, say that he’s had too many beers
to drive, and I will again say “no.” I’ll pause before the last line, the punch line to the
story, the one that thrills me the most to say.
“He could be dead right now for all I know.”

It’s lunch break. I’ve stumbled through the first one hundred questions of the
multistate bar exam, guessing at most of them. I’m a failure. I rush past the other testtakers filing out of the room. My face is hot, my eyes red with tears and with rubbing
tears away.
Outside, on the sidewalk, the July hot is sun. It’s a bright day, the blue sky
unblemished by clouds. I push the sleeves up on my sweatshirt as I race across the
pavement toward my car. People are pooling outside, gathering in clusters on the
pavement, swapping guesses at the test questions. I keep my head down as I move past
them.
Once I reach the car, I climb inside, shut the door, and begin to sob. It’s boiling
hot in the cabin and sweat begins to slide slippery hot down my neck and back. I am not
thinking about the heat though; I am thinking that pressure is building inside of me and
the tears are not enough to let it out—just a pin-hole leak in an overfilled tire ready to
burst. It feels like I have to do something, something big, like rip the steering wheel out
or cut my hair off or just drive out into traffic without looking.
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People are walking by my car, on the way to theirs I guess, and I am horrified
they’ll see me cry. They’ll think it’s about the test when it’s about Matt, or the other way
around. I don’t know what it is anymore; I just know I need to do something. I need to
get out of here.
I slide the key into the ignition, turn it, and throw the car into reverse, not
bothering with my seatbelt and barely checking for pedestrians. Maybe the something I
need to do is run someone over or be run over or just drive and drive until this test and
Matt are just dots in my perspective. Out on the road, I’m in a parking lot of grid-lock
traffic and the pressure is still building. It’s lunchtime traffic in downtown King of
Prussia and the cars move like tiny beads of sweat. I make several turns that seem to
point to Anywhere But Here and then I’m on an open country road, free of cars. The
second half of the test begins in forty-five minutes, but I don’t have the capacity to even
understand what that means or if that matters. It feels like worrying over a fender bender
in the midst of a wildfire.
I turn the wheel and steer into a gravel parking lot marked “Scenic Overlook” and
pull into a spot in the back, away from the other cars. I can hardly see I’m crying so hard.
My hair sticks to the sweat on the back of my neck and snot is running down my face.
My mother answers on the second ring and I’m bawling into the phone. I don’t
know what I’m saying. It’s Matt and the bar and I’m so tired and what has happened to
me. How did I get here, what did I do, how do I make it stop?
She’s speaking in soft, soothing words. “It’s okay. You’re going to get through
this. One step at a time. Just try to breathe.”
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I can’t breathe and I can’t get through this. I need the sun not to be so bright and
there not to be so many questions left yet to answer. Ashley, my friend from school, is
calling me on the other line, no doubt wondering why I am not there to meet her for lunch
like we’d planned.
“I have to go, Mom. I have to go.” I hang up and ignore Ashley’s call.
My hands are gripping the wheel and I’m sopping with sweat, the window still
closed and the air off. My phone rings again and it’s my dad. I push ignore, but he calls
again.
“Hello?” I answer, my voice pinched with congestion.
“Devon, it’s Dad. Your mom just called me.” Mom and Dad have been divorced
for ten years. They don’t talk on the phone.
“I know this seems impossible right now, but you need to take a deep breath and
try to calm down.”
I’m ashamed. I cry to Mom, not Dad. I’m the strong one, the tough kid. He’s not
supposed to know this side of me. I’m not supposed to be dumped, to fail the bar exam,
to be crying on the side of the road like this. This is not who I am with him. He knows the
stronger version, the one who never cries.

Duda is a neuroscientist who studies the grey matter in the brain. I met him about
eighteen months after the bar exam, after I’d first read about Kristine. I call him by his
last name half because it is funny to me and half because his first name is the same as my
college boyfriend. He is also a pushover, which is really why I like him, if I do like him. I
can call him at midnight to meet me for a drink. He won’t mention the fact that I didn’t
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answer his call earlier in the day. I know this isn’t going anywhere, so I try to keep our
dates limited to late at night, when no one else is around.
When he steps into the dim-lit bar on 15th and Spruce and looks around the room
for me, I wave from my table on the far-side of the room, near the wall. He shuffles over
and settles into the chair that my friend Katie vacated twenty minutes earlier. I had
followed her out to the night-darkened street and flagged down a yellow city cab.
“Are you sure you don’t want to split it?” she asked.
“No, it’s okay, it’s only a few blocks to my place.”
She climbed into the backseat of the cab and I waited on the cold sidewalk until
the car was around the corner. Then I stepped back inside the bar, reclaiming my seat at
the table near the back.

I get back to the test center with two minutes to spare. I am depleted, exhausted,
still sweating; I feel like I’ve spent the break climbing mountains.
The lobby is empty save for a few last minute test-takers loitering around the
entrance. Ashley isn’t there, fortunately. I don’t feel like having to explain.
I find my row in the large meeting room and sit back down in the metal folding
chair. At the front of the room, a middle-aged man in khakis and button-down shirt tells
everyone to be quiet. “We will now begin part two of the multistate portion of the bar
exam,” he announces. You can do this, I tell myself. You are better than this.
I make it a game after that, one of carrots and sticks. Do these next five questions
and you can take a break to think about it. I power forward, short sprints of
concentration. After those five questions, I tell myself, Just do five more. You’re doing
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great! I’m heaping ridiculous praise on myself for every answer I feel confident in. After
twenty-five questions, I throw myself a mental party. Look at how far you’ve come! A
quarter of the way there! Every time thoughts of him creep in, I give myself a pep talk.
You can think of that later, just read this question now. Focus. At eighty questions, I
know I’m nearing the summit. You’re almost there. Hang in there. I finish the hundredth
question with nearly an hour left in our allotted time. I slide the scantron sheet inside the
question book, not bothering to recheck my answers, and make my way to the front of the
room to turn it in.
Out in the lobby, I don’t cry. I’m too tired.

George and I are walking back from the dog park, our respective black puppies
pulling excitedly on leashes in front of us. It’s the winter, two and a half years since the
bar exam, a year after Duda, whose phone calls and text messages tapered until they
finally stopped when I no longer returned them even after a few drinks.
George is just a friend. He has Katherine, who is also a friend, so a comfortable
distance persists between us. We are talking about Andy, who is not just a friend.
I have my phone out, holding it in the hand that isn’t holding the leash.
“Here’s one,” I say and read him the text message I received hours earlier from
Andy. In it he tells me he’s thinking about me. He’s always thinking about me, it seems.
“It’s just… too much,” I explain.
“I understand,” George responds. “He needs to be less available to you. Not so
into the whole thing.” George is a philosophy professor at a small college in the suburbs
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of Philadelphia. He was married years ago, but now he doesn’t believe in marriage. He
gets me.

Two weeks after the bar exam, I take a train to Boston to meet Mere, a friend
from college. I have another two weeks until I start work as an attorney at the law firm in
New Jersey where I live. I have been spending most of my time sleeping and it’s nice to
be doing something else.
I am skinny. Not slim as I always am, but skinny. Hips jutting out, ribs rippling
under my taut skin. Mere notes this almost immediately when I see her at the train
station. I don’t say anything.
The past two weeks I have eaten primarily two things every day: yogurt and
granola bars. They feel healthy and nutritious. They also don’t require I spend much time
swallowing food, which is good because eating food takes too much energy and my
stomach churns and I feel nauseated most of the time.
The first night we drive together to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, a short drive,
maybe forty-five minutes, to meet up with some of her friends. One of them is Scott. He
is tall and has dark eyes and hair and dresses in linen pants. We flirt over beers in the bar
and later lie on our backs on the picnic table outside the house where Mere and her other
friends are and where will stay that night. When we stand to go inside, he pulls me close
to him, his hands on my sides, right above my hips.
“You’re so tiny,” he says, and I don’t know how to feel.
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I go to bed with him that night, though only to kiss and sleep. I have only been
with two men in my life, both long-term boyfriends. I’m twenty-five and Scott is not my
boyfriend.
In the morning, we kiss some more. His sheets smell like fabric softener and he
smells like something good, though I don’t know what. It’s daylight and summer and
Mere and I are leaving to go camping in Vermont in a couple of hours. He pulls my shirt
up toward my head, but he does it gently, almost like a question, and I lift my arms in
response.
He touches the button of my jeans and before I stop him, before my hand moves, I
change my mind. It is easy. It’s like being in the deep end of a pool, moving your arms in
circles in the water around you to stay afloat, and then realizing your feet can touch the
bottom.
Afterward I feel nothing and I am free.

I don’t tell anyone how I found out about Kristine. It’s an unsavory story and one
that reveals more than I need people to know. After I read about her—read words
intended for her but for years meant for me—I sat still in the chair in my kitchen just
staring. I felt like I was boiling. It wasn’t anger though, but some kind of wave of hot
nausea that didn’t wash over me, but came from the center of me and spread out inside of
me, like radiation from a bomb.
Then I jumped up, slid my feet into my sandals, and grabbed my keys. On the
way there, I silently rehearsed what I’d say.
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“I just think we should talk,” I’d open. He would have to tell me, it wouldn’t
make sense otherwise. He couldn’t lie if I asked him directly, posed it like a hypothetical.
“There isn’t someone else… is there?”
He wasn’t there though. It was just his roommate, Pat. He opened the door and
gave me a hug. He was a big guy, towered over me, and I sunk into his soft bear chest.
He invited me in and I walked to Matt’s room, the usual track. As we walked, I talked
calmly to him, feigned confusion. “Where could he be at this hour?”
He was cooking. For her. Right now. I felt frantic inside.
The card on Matt’s nightstand was a gift to me, the seed of the story that would
grow. I sat on his bed, the way I always did, talking to Pat, who stood in the doorway
with that hurt puppy look on his face, knowing or maybe not knowing, but seeing my
pain. Then I spotted the card—the long, sappy, I’m-so-glad-we-met-let’s-never-be-apart
Hallmark greeting. I transferred my reaction from the email to the card, recalling my
shock, channeling my anguish, letting the tears out. I held the card up, a question to Pat.
He shook his head, “I didn’t know, Dev. Honestly.”
That’s the story I tell. That’s the moment where it began. When it wasn’t my
fault.
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JUDGING THE JURY

I can still see them with vivid detail—the deep wrinkles around their mouths set
deeper with their perpetual scowls; the thoughtful eyes that followed us as we walked the
floor in front of them; the way that over time they began to look like each other, or like
they belonged together, or maybe like they were just one person. And they were.
A jury is a single body. That’s the idea. No one is allowed to take notes and they
are forbidden from consulting outside parties about the case. They only have each other.
Where one stumbles, the others pick up the slack. How many weeks of work did he miss?,
one asks another when they’re ushered back into the jury room after a morning of
testimony. Five, he replies. The others nod in agreement. Their memory is collective,
their knowledge combined, their morals reinforce one another’s—like rubber bands
gathered together.
I was a first year associate. Practically a first month associate. Plucked from my
office because my time was cheap to help in any way I could—carry files, make phone
calls, get lunch. It was before I learned to wear flats on court days or carry extra panty
hose in my briefcase. Anthony, the attorney I assisted, instructed me to take notes on
everything—and I didn’t miss a beat. I was second chairing: sitting in the chair next to
the lead counsel on a jury trial.
We represented the plaintiff in a product liability case. His name was Ralph. An
old farm hand, he’d lost his right arm after the sleeve of his sweater got caught in the
spinning shaft of an auger. All that remained of it was a stump a few inches long that
danced on its own freewill on days he didn’t wear his prosthetic. It was pale and ghastly
and seemed to shriek, Look at me! Feel sorry for me! to the jury. Anthony loved it.
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He was a trial attorney twenty years into his career without a big win: a case to
hang his hat on. He liked me because I was quick on my feet and unemotional; I didn’t
like him for the same reasons. The years had made him hard and calculating and
untruthful. His dark hair was beginning to grey at the temples and his belly was widening
around the middle, pushing at and over his belt in that way that all male attorneys’ bellies
seem to—that way that says I’ve taken my fill and more.
I don’t know how Anthony found Ralph. He wasn’t the ambulance-chasing kind,
didn’t usually take on clients like Ralph. But this was well before I started at the firm; the
case was first filed three years prior, his arm lost nearly two years before that. The road to
trial is a long one. Ralph seemed as unlikely as anyone to go looking for a lawyer; he
certainly was in no position to afford one. His fee arrangement with us was a contingent
one—we got paid if he got paid; if he lost, so did we. He lived about twenty miles east of
our office in southern New Jersey, on the edge of the Pine Barrens, where the roads grow
soft and time stands still. He drifted there from New York where he worked on cow
farms. He didn’t seem to own anything or seem to care. His chin was perpetually stubbly,
his remaining hand rough and calloused. When I asked him why he didn’t always wear
his prosthetic arm, he just shrugged.
“I only got that thing because the doctor told me I should. Worker’s comp was
paying for it, so I figured I should listen. It’s not an arm though, I don’t care what they
say.”
With a lifetime of manual labor experience and down one arm, Ralph couldn’t do
much for work. He picked up odd jobs where he could and hoped his case would put
some cash in his pocket.
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Less than ten percent of civil cases go to trial. Either they settle, are decided early
by the judge—based on an overabundance of evidence on one side, or are dismissed
outright. There is something counter-intuitive about going to trial, almost like it shouldn’t
happen. It’s expensive and time-consuming. With years of litigation behind them, it
seems the attorneys should know the hands they’ve been dealt and what their case is
worth. To go to trial, either they’re miscalculating, letting their egos get the best of them,
or they’re betting it all on the one card that’s face down: the jury.
Almost immediately, the trial was delayed. First there were settlement discussions
in a meeting room down the hall from the courtroom. Though we had sued several
defendants—everyone from the employer to the store that sold the tractor—our main beef
was with Kubota, the tractor manufacturer. They flew attorneys and analysts in from
Japan and California. There was a team of them, all led by a lion of a lawyer, all swagger
and scruff and sharp, shiny teeth, from across the bridge in Philadelphia. His name was
Jon Dryer. He brought along a young blonde girl about my age with still-shiny black
pumps who carried files and smiled at me when we were introduced. A smile that said,
can you believe we’re here? We were both rookies just called up to the bigs.
We all gathered in a room on the fifth floor and it was just Anthony, me, and
Ralph on one side of the large pressed wood table and the whole herd of them on the
other side.
“They’re just trying to intimidate us,” Anthony told me later. He had more scrap
than swagger, a junkyard dog to Dryer’s lion. If anything rattled his chain, he wasn’t
letting on.
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Inside the meeting room the blinds were drawn on the window behind the row of
suited men, but they sloped up a bit at the bottom and you could see outside to the
parking lot. People stood alone or in pairs smoking cigarettes, the smoke a hazy grey that
matched the cloudy morning sky above them. Others walked past them in their starchstiff suits, wheeling their trial bags along the blue-black asphalt, the sound silent through
the double-paned glass.
“We both know this is never going to trial,” said the lion. He chuckled a bit to
himself, like he was embarrassed for us. “I can’t even believe it’s gotten this far.”
I felt uncomfortable. I wished a bit that I was on the other side of the table, where
so many of them were gathered and looked comfortable and confident as a group, spurred
on by each other’s presence.
Our case was never going to trial because we didn’t have a case, the lion told us.
Because the auger wasn’t manufactured to be used with that tractor, because the tractor
company wasn’t responsible for safety hazards of implements—nevermind that they now
manufactured their tractors with safety mechanisms designed for implements: this
evidence was inadmissible as a subsequent remedial change. We couldn’t use it to show
that, since they did fix it, they should have fixed it. Dryer told us he would blow us out of
the water on pretrial motions—formal objections made to the court on mostly evidentiary
issues. This case would never go to trial.
But Anthony was right. It was just talk. Three days later, we were picking a jury.
When we began voir dire, or jury selection, there was a room of hundred people.
Men and women of all ages, all races, all backgrounds—all brought together for two
reasons: they were registered to vote and their number was up. They shifted on the long,
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wooden benches of the gallery, crossed and uncrossed their legs, folded and unfolded
newspapers, and stifled yawns brought on by heat and fatigue.
The selection was long. Each potential juror was brought to the front of the court
before the judge’s bench with counsel for both sides and asked questions relating to their
background as well as their views on the particular type of litigation. Each side had six
preemptory challenges, that is, six juror vetoes without having to give a reason. They had
limitless for-cause challenges—ones they could use, for instance, if juror expresses a bias
that will not allow them to be objective. It’s a painful process, teasing out the most
radical and polarizing, but not losing the educated and empathetic and free-thinking.
I sat at the plaintiff’s table to the left of the jury box, twenty feet from the bench,
and strained to hear. Some of the questions were personal in nature and the process was
quiet. Sometimes the questioning went on for a long time, hushed questions and
murmured responses, faces that didn’t betray emotions. Other times a person was
dismissed nearly right away—all of us left to wonder if they were over-educated or
under-educated or biased for or against one side or just plain crazy.
Slowly our jurors trickled into the jury box, sitting every other seat, reading books
and filling in crossword puzzles. There was a tall white man with age-spotted skin and
deep frown lines, a short Hispanic woman who knitted something bright and as-yetformless, a young, stick-skinny man with a Jeff Foxworthy moustache, a soft-bodied,
round-faced, older woman with blond-grey curls and sloping shoulders, and a thick,
barrel-chested black man with a yellow polo tucked neatly into his charcoal pants who
held a folded newspaper in one hand, a pencil in the other and worked on—who knows—
a crossword or Sudoku.
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I see them now and am still impressed with them. They gave themselves to us.
They listened to the eight days of testimony, the complicated engineering issues, the
sticky evidentiary questions, the damage calculations. They didn’t react to the gore, but
neither did they seem unmoved by it. They were civil servants.
Even then, as they waited for the last juror to be chosen, when the possibility that
we would have to take another day, call another hundred to find that sixth juror was
becoming real, they didn’t sigh or shake their heads or check their watches. They were
patient and gentle and understanding They were beautiful.
Only two people remained in the gallery and one spot left to fill on the jury. There
was a young, beady-eyed white man with pursed lips and two rows behind him a pretty
white woman. She was called first and within just a few minutes, took her spot in the box.
The remaining man was dismissed. Our jury was complete.
I remain convinced if I saw them now, in the grocery store or on a sidewalk in a
city on another continent, I would know them instantly. I would want to ask questions,
not about the case, but about the lives I drew for them in those few days, in the folds of
their clothes and the thickets of their hair. How is the family?, I would ask The Teacher,
the short Hispanic woman who knitted that first day. With The Nurse, the soft-bodied,
graying woman I would avoid the topic of family; her eyes spoke of divorce, of knowing
what sadder-but-wiser really meant. The Pretty One would be wheeling a stroller in front
of her, a giggly, dimpled baby boy inside with wisps of light brown hair to match her
own. Do you still keep in touch with them? I’d ask. Oh yes, mostly holidays, but an
occasional lunch. The engineer’s getting married, you know? I’d smile, how about that?
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They came together as a group quickly. The first morning of the trial, before
opening arguments they walked out to their seats in the box stiffly, leaving space between
them as they walked. They were quiet. Strangers. That afternoon when they returned
from lunch, they walked out in a group, the space between them collapsed from feet to
inches. There was a moment when the jury room door was still groaning shut, before they
took their seats, when you could trace the very ends of a shared laugh—the corners of
their mouths still lifted, their eyes still shining. Maybe even an exchange of glances,
whispered like a secret. But then it was gone, like a lid lowered to a pot, and they were
back to the business of jurisprudence.
We watched them. I did all the time and Anthony did when he could steal a
glance—when he wasn’t standing up to object or scribbling notes for re-direct. We
tracked their reactions. Looked to see what they responded to. Were they leaning our
way? Did they seem to like us? Did they like Ralph? Did they sympathize with him? Is
Dryer’s wry wit charming or grating? Does Anthony’s energy make him seem confident
or jittery?
They were careful, precise. You could tell. This wasn’t something they undertook
lightly. They didn’t slump in their chairs or let their eyes wander around the room. They
watched; they listened.
After Anthony called the medical expert that testified on Ralph’s injuries and
Dryer crossed-examined him, Judge Suttin called a recess for lunch. We stacked up our
papers and files, slid them into our trial suitcase, and walked calmly together over to the
meeting room next to our courtroom. We kept our faces neutral as we walked, nodding
politely to the lion and the couple of people that remained of Kubota’s entourage
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(apparently highlighting the big, deep-pocketed aspects of corporations doesn’t score
well with juries). Once inside the room, the door clicked quietly closed behind us,
Anthony wheeled around, a grin on his face.
“Did you see them? Did you see THEM?”
I waited for him to continue.
“They hate him!” I knew him meant Dryer. He was the unspoken enemy. “Did
you see the Foreman when he was talking? His face got so red, I thought he was going to
explode!”
I hadn’t noticed his face, not this time, but I had before. The Foreman was the
older man with the frown lines. I knew only three things about him: that he was from
Moorestown, an affluent Philadelphia suburb a few minutes from our office, that he was
retired—from what I don’t know, and that when he got angry, his face turned tomato red.
It happened two days before that when our expert witness was called.
His name was Wesley. He was eighty-seven. He was the godfather of agricultural
engineering, having been a part of nearly every advancement in the field since the PTOpowered combine harvester came into use. He was best known for developing the Large
Round Baler – a machine that mechanized the process for collecting and transporting hay
bales. Those giant spools of hay that can be seen littering the fields of the Midwest: that
was him. He hailed from the cornfields of Iowa and, though his voice was weak with age,
it still had that soft drawl that sounded easy like the hum of a tractor in the distance,
mowing the back forty as the day slips away.
“He’s old as corn,” Anthony said about him. It was a joke he was fond of; I heard
it say to everyone in the office at least once.
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But Wesley was quick, still. You would say something and he would squint his
eyes like he was confused, take a long time to respond. “Hmmm,” he would say, leaning
back and folding his long, wrinkled, spindly fingers across this chest. But then he would
nail it.
Dryer tried to make a fool of him on the stand when he cross-examined him,
expose him as a confused old man.
“So what you’re trying to say,” he smirked, “is that it was Kubota’s job to make
sure other company’s implements didn’t pose a hazard to people like the Plaintiff?”
“Well,” Wesley hesitated. “Yeah. There should have been an automatic shut-off.
An auger isn’t going to hurt anyone without power to it-“
“Is it going to hurt anyone with guards on it?”
“Well, no…”
“Do you know if there were guards on this auger, Mr. Buchele?”
“I don’t think…I mean, everybody takes those off-”
“You do know, don’t you? I mean, you’re familiar with the facts of this case?”
Wesley just looked at him. I knew him by then, knew that stare was one of
defiance, not confusion. But sitting up there on the stand, his thick glasses pushed down
his nose, his blue suit wrinkled from days of wear, he looked lost, like he’d just
wandering in out of the cornfield and found himself in a room of people looking at him
expecting an answer for a question he didn’t know.
The Foreman’s face reddened, the shades deepening until it was almost maroon.
He didn’t move, didn’t shift back in his chair, or cross his arms. He stared straight ahead
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at Wesley and the lion, watched as the young man tried to humiliate the old, and his
anger closed in on him like a fog.
“They hate him,” Anthony repeated in the meeting room. “And they love us. They
love Wesley and they love Ralph.” Ralph smiled, like a kid handed a sticker after a tooth
cleaning.
We were so careful with them. If Anthony stood up too many times to object and
the jury stirred, looked annoyed, I would touch him on the sleeve and he would back off.
Let a few slide. When he re-directed Wesley after Dryer’s cross, he smiled and cocked
his head.
“Is it hot in here? I think it’s hot,” he said.
“Well, it ain’t cool,” Wesley fired back. The jury smiled and relaxed.
In the mornings walking into the building, we would see them in the lobby or on
the elevator. We were forbidden from speaking to them about the case outside of court,
so we would just smile instead—Anthony a reverent smile, mine a wide one, that of a
fresh-faced kid.
“Good morning,” he would say sometimes.
“Morning,” they would respond.
With Dryer we were polite, but not chummy, careful to put distance between us.
He’s the corporate lawyer, our behavior said, not us. We’re like you.
Every break and after court each day, we compared notes. Where did they stand?
“The Nurse is skeptical.”
“We definitely have The Black Man.”
“I don’t know, did you see him shake his head?”
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“If we can get The Engineer, we have The Pretty One.”
We willed them to be disobedient, to do outside research. If just one of them
found out that Kubota had added the safety feature—the exact one we were arguing
needed to be added—only two years after this tractor was manufactured in 1995, we
would have them.
“Maybe The Engineer already knows.”
We watched him after that, studied him when Dryer argued that the safety feature
was pointless, not cost-effective. He’s lying to you, we told him. You know he is… right?
When his expression remained unchanged, we were miserable. If he flinched, appeared to
roll his eyes or rub his chin, we celebrated. He knows!
The Teacher was sympathetic. We could tell. Her eyes went big and round when
she heard of his arm, how he carried it with him to the farmhouse, waited there bleeding
as he rang the doorbell. Don’t you want to help him get his life back? We asked her.

Ralph was the wildcard. As the trial rolled into its second week, he grew
increasingly outspoken. Perhaps it was the strain of hearing the defense make arguments
the point of which was to portray him as a liar or a nitwit, or maybe he began to feel
empowered realizing we were all there because of him. A few times when another
witness—the Kubota corporate designee or Ralph’s former employer—was being
questioned, Ralph would start to say something. “That’s not how it happened,” he would
say, or, worse, he’d mutter something sarcastic. “Like you know how to use an auger.”
Right there, out loud in the courtroom. The jurors would glance over at him, surprise in
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their eyes, as we hushed him with “shhhs” and pats on the arm, smiling to the jury with
relaxed, easy smiles. Oh, that Ralph! He’s a character.
Outside in the hall during recess, Anthony would hiss at him, “You cannot talk in
there! You have to be quiet!”
He would be quiet after that and I felt bad for him. He was a man that worked
with earth and lumber and thousand pound animals. He stood up when he needed to, held
his own. This wasn’t the way he was taught to fight.
We weren’t calling him as a witness; Anthony decided against it. “Who knows
what he might say up there?” he said.
Once, Anthony and I drove him home together. He could no longer drive, so his
friend, a fellow farmhand, a drifter like him, dropped him off and picked him up at the
courthouse each day. But on this day his friend didn’t show, so we drove him.
Ralph sat in the backseat of Anthony’s Jeep Cherokee amidst the stacks of files.
“You can sit up front,” I offered when we were leaving the courthouse.
“Naw” was all he said.
In the back he fumbled with his tin of Skoal, unscrewing the lid. Every now and
then he’d make a slurping noise. When I glanced at him in the side mirror, he was
looking out the window, not seeming to focus on anything.
“Just tell me when to turn,” Anthony called back to him.
“Not yet. If you go down there, you’ll get to the cranberry bogs. I don’t go down
there, because it’s haunted. I seen it.”
Anthony and I exchanged a glance.
“Haunted?” I ventured.
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“Yeah, there’s ghosts everywhere. It’s old. I had a ghost. Greg told me to leave it
a ham sandwich and it’d leave. I told him I ain’t wasting no ham on a goddamn ghost!
Besides, why would a ghost leave if you’re feeding it? That’s why I don’t feed no cats. I
don’t need ‘em hanging around. Ghosts either.”
Anthony figured the arm—or lack thereof—could just speak for itself. Sometimes
he had him sit at the end of the table, closest to the jury, his stump bouncing and shaking
before them. Other times he moved him to the middle, had us flank him and block the
stump. Let them imagine it.
He was on Dryer’s list of potential witnesses though and, on the second to last day
of trial, he called him.
“Can we have a short recess?” Anthony asked. Judge Suttin granted it.
Back in the meeting room, Anthony put his hands on Ralph’s shoulders and bent
down slightly to look at him. Ralph wasn’t a tall man.
“This is what you’ve been waiting for. This is your chance to tell your story. Do
you remember what we’ve talked about?”
Ralph nodded.
“Answer only the question you’ve been asked. Don’t embellish. Stick with the
facts. Stay on topic.”
He held it together for the first ten minutes. Handled himself like a champ. We
were almost breathing regularly, our pulses slowing down from a race, when—
“Have you ever been injured in a farm accident before?”
“Just lightning. I think it was lightning. I don’t really know. It wasn’t stormin’ or
nothing, but I felt it. Felt it clean to my bones. I could see the bones in my fingers!”
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My breath caught in my throat. I saw Anthony’s knuckles go white as he pressed
his finger tips into the surface of the table, his fingers outstretched like a spider.
“Lightning?” Dryer asked, not bothering to stifle a smirk.
“Oh yeah,” Ralph said, nodding gravely. “I can still feel it sometimes. I think it’s
still in my body, just swirling around.”
The jurors exchanged quick glances with one another. Everybody but the
Foreman, who, like always, stared straight ahead. We smiled, big, goofy smiles. Haha,
oh, Ralph.
Anthony did his best to rehabilitate him on the stand. Went over the facts again,
nice and easy, let him travel over familiar ground.
“What was the weather like that day?” he said.
“Cold.”
“Was it snowing or raining or anything?”
“No, it was sunny.”
“So, no lightning?” He gave a little chuckle—light, masterful. It wasn’t clear if it
was a joke made to Ralph—a gentle ribbing between friends that said He gets it. He’s in
on the joke.—or if it was a joke made to everyone else, something that said, Whew, that
was pretty weird what he said back there, huh? Well, no matter. What was clear, the
message it conveyed, was that Anthony was in control. He made a joke, so the rest of the
room could laugh and move on from it. I watched the jury, their brows furrow. Did we
have them back?
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They deliberated for nearly five hours. Closing statements were in the morning
and we reconvened after lunch at 1 pm in the courtroom. Judge Suttin read the jury
instructions. I’d never heard them before, had only seen short excerpts of parts the two
sides had quibbled over in pretrial motions. They were long and obvious. Weigh the
evidence. Consider the elements of negligence. Think about the injury—remember
proximate cause. The jurors sat up, leaning forward, focusing, nodding. They were
amazing.
After the filed back in the jury room for the last time, Anthony, Ralph, and I went
back to our regular meeting room. Wesley had flown home by then and it was just us
three.
“We’ve got them. I know.” Anthony said. “I swear—and you’re going to think
I’m crazy—but I swear The Engineer winked at me before they left.”
“No, he didn’t!” I rolled my eyes.
“He smiled at least. He definitely smiled.”

After the second hour, there was a knock on the door. It was Dryer. He looked
sober and defeated.
“Can I talk to you?” He asked Anthony.
“What do you think he wanted?” Ralph asked after they’d left.
I just shook my head. Was he folding?
Ten minutes later, Anthony was back. He was gleeful as he pulled out his chair
and sat down.
“Well?”
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“Oh, he just wanted to offer a high-low,” he said, grinning.
“What’s that?”
“A settlement offer—money either way if we win or lose. $300,000 if we win,
$100,000 if we lose.”
“That’s great!” We were safe either way.
“Pfft. I don’t think we’re walking away with less than a million. I say we turn it
down. Ralph, what do you say?”
Ralph’s eyes went wide as saucers.

Just past six o’clock, Judge Suttin called us back to the courtroom. The jurors
were already there, lined up in their usual order. They looked tired, worn down, their
shoulders a little hunched. They had given everything to the case, right up until the very
end. I wondered what it had been like to be in that room together, weighing the evidence,
considering the testimony. I knew by then they were on Ralph’s side—on all of our sides,
really: Ralph’s and Anthony’s and Wesley’s and mine. I knew it because I knew them. I
had watched them for days, taken this journey together with them, learned to understand
the way they folded their hands or crossed their arms. It didn’t matter that I hardly knew
the details of their lives, because I knew them better than that.
Then Judge Suttin read the verdict and it all fell apart. No negligence. No million
dollars, no high-low safety net, nothing. We lost.
None of them looked over—not at us, not at Dryer. They mostly looked at the
floor. The Foreman stared straight ahead at the judge. Afterward she thanked them for

54

their civil service and dismissed them. They nodded and then turned and filed back. One
by one they disappeared back into the jury room, out of our lives forever.

Later on, back at the office, Anthony said, “They wanted to rule for us.” The top
button of his shirt was undone, his tie loosened. He looked pleading, his earlier selfassurance lost. “They just couldn’t.”
It felt foolish to speculate anymore, to imagine what they thought of handing
down the verdict or how they felt seeing the stump of Ralph’s arm. I wasn’t sure then
what I had been watching in those days, how I could have believed I understood them
from so little—just gestures and subtle facial expressions. I thought of The Nurse’s gray
eyes, how I read such pain in them, how I wrote her history from the gentle slope of her
shoulders, and The Foreman’s face, how I watched the anger spreading across it,
deepening like a sunburn.
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BLUFFING
I’m in Tunica, Mississippi at the Gold Strike Casino sitting at a Texas Hold ‘Em
table with eight men. In an hour I’ll have a pile of chips in front of me six times the size
of what I have now. I’ve been here for twenty minutes and just raked in my first pot with
a flush no one thought I really had and which I pretended I didn’t have. It’s easy to bluff
when you’re a 20-something blonde girl in a dress at a table with middle-aged men who
assume you’re in way over your head.
“What’s the minimum bet again?” I ask after the flop, fingering one of my curls.
Seated at one end of the oval table, I have a good view of the two men on a business trip
from Santa Fe exchanging a glance and a smirk.
The minimum is four after the flop, eight after the turn, when the fourth card was
laid down, and sixteen on the river, or the fifth card. I am holding a ten and king of
spades. With the first three cards laid down in the center—a three and nine of spades and
a king of diamonds—I already have a pair and am 4/5ths the way to a flush with those
four spades. Unless someone is holding pocket aces—two aces—I have the highest pair
with the kings. Even if the flush doesn’t pan out, my odds are good for winning the hand.
“Four,” the dealer responds gently, confirming what I already know. He wears a
gold nametag that says Ronnie and has a head of black hair greased into the shape of a
ducktail at the top of his head.
I slide four chips from my small stack toward the center of the green felt covered
table.
In a few hands the jig will be up and the men will know I am not in over my head.
They will respect my bets after that and I will have to earn my pots the hard way:
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remembering stats and reading tells and making smart bets. They will still make jokes
about me getting lucky cards and the older ones will wink at me across the table when I
win a hand, as if to say “way to go, kid,” like I was still separate from them, my wins
notable. But right now the jig is not up and I can bet the hand I was born with.
“I’m gonna raise,” the man next to me says. He looks to be in his early forties and
is a soft, pleasant kind of overweight. He plays quietly, his eyes low and his red poker
chips piled in low, small stacks. He pushes one of them forward, across the white line
that runs the perimeter of the table. The chips inside, each worth a dollar, are the pot for
which we play. I shift in my chair, crossing and uncrossing my legs, and recheck my
cards, turning up just the corner so no one else can see them. But I’m not nervous and I
know what my cards are without looking again.
They are raising for me. They thought they’d either scare me off the table—force
me to fold when the bets got high—or shake some easy money out of me. What they
didn’t know then, still don’t know, is that I know my cards are good. If I raise, they might
suspect. I let them do the work for me. I love the rush.
The bet goes around the table, the men who hadn’t folded their hand before the
three card flop are bowing out or anteing up the $8 bet. When it gets back around to me,
four men are still in it. After the original bets and raises, the pot is already near $60.
“Your bet,” the dealer instructs me.
I hesitate. Look at my cards again. Move my fingers over my two small stumps of
chips.
“Oh, what the hell,” I say and toss four chips into the center circle.
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I catch the flush on the fourth card turn, a seven of spades. It’s fun after that. I just
call the bets and try to look like someone who is trying not to look nervous. By the river,
when the dealer lays down the fifth card, the pot is near $100 and only three of us are in
it. The other two include the soft man to my left and a white-haired, leather-skinned man
that wears a starch-smooth polo shirt and who I would bet the house did some years in
the service at some point in his life. The man to my left has a pair of tens with an ace
kicker. The white-haired man has two pairs, nines and kings.
I flip over my two cards, revealing my flush of spades and the winning hand.
“Aw, man,” The white-haired man grumbles. I gave a shy half-smile and
shrugged as if to say, I guess I got lucky.
The dealer pushes the pile toward me and I begin to stack the chips, one on top of
another, making towers of them.
I’ve folded the last two hands since I won. I’m waiting for a halfway decent
hand—something mildly competitive, but beatable, like a nine and ten off suit—to play.
I’ll bet a little and then fold before the river. The betting will be sloppy, unconfident. I
might even fold when there isn’t a bet to call, when I just have to check to stay in it. It’ll
be poor playing and I’ll hate doing it, hate how foolish it’ll make me look, how it’ll seem
like I don’t understand the rules. But I don’t know these people and will probably never
see them again. I don’t need them to respect me. It’ll be worth it when I rake in the next
big pot.
“Beginner’s luck,” they’ll say.

58

CHINA BUS
The China Bus was a half hour late. It was Sunday night in New York City and I
was ready to get back to Philadelphia. If I was honest with myself, I’d been ready to get
back to Philadelphia since I arrived on Friday night. Now, forty-eight hours later, this
delay of thirty minutes felt like more than I could take.
The plan had been this: visit Jeff, who I met at a writing conference six months
before, and with whom I’d entertained a long distance romance of sorts. At the time we
met, I was in graduate school in Memphis and he lived in Fresno. Most of our courtship
took place over text message, email, and phone calls, with both of us bemoaning the
distance, but perhaps secretly comforted by the safety it provided. It’s all fun and games
when there’s two-thousand miles between you. Now he was in Manhattan for an
internship and I was home in Philly over fall break, only ninety miles between us. Things
were getting real.
It all started well enough. Both of us were excited and giddy when we met up in
midtown. “You’re here!” he cried, pulling me into a hug. We hopped in a cab, headed to
his place to drop my belongings, and he reached across the backseat to me. “Hi!” he
whispered, his nose almost touching mine, and kissed me. I did my best to stifle a grin.
His eyes were bluer than I remembered, his smile nicer, and, despite the anxiety I’d felt
leading up to the weekend, I was at ease in his presence. Later we slung back drinks over
dinner, a requisite for any form of first date as far I can tell, and resumed the kind of
nerdy-writer conversation that brought me there in the first place. We threw around our
old favorites—David Foster Wallace and Jonathan Lethem and Joan Didion. Our
exhilaration was palpable.
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The next day it became apparent that things had shifted. Like the moment the sun
actually sets or you come out of a dream, it was difficult to pinpoint when we fell offtrack. At one point I cozied up to him and playfully said, “I like you,” a comment which
prompted him to stumble and eventually say something about it being nice to see me. The
unapologetic excitement we’d shared the night before was replaced by the kind of selfconscious posturing that so often accompanies dating. We assumed our positions of
nonchalance, made ridiculous by the fact that for months we had spoken openly about
how much we wished we could be together. Jeff’s go-to was a kind of playground teasing
that felt more cruel than good-natured. At some point early on Saturday, he stopped
reaching for my hand on the sidewalk, started complaining about small things: the way
my suitcase took up so much of the floor-space, how I kept him up at night with my
tossing and turning. “I’m just kidding,” he’d add, but he wasn’t. For the most part, I tried
to act unfazed by it, like hey, whatever, I don’t have any investment in this, and ignored
the feeling gathering in me that I had been some kind of disappointment. The weekend
seemed to unfold and fracture in ways I couldn’t quite understand, couldn’t name, but
nonetheless felt real. To call them out was to break the code of casualness, but to not was
to spend two days feeling uncertain and unwelcome.
On Saturday night, buoyed by a few Guinness drafts at an Irish pub, I asked him
what was wrong. “You just don’t seem happy that I’m here,” I said, both hating how
needy the words made me sound and yet knowing how true they were.
“I am happy,” he protested. He took a long sip of his beer and then added, “I just
think maybe you’re looking for something more serious than I am.”
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There it was. The story as old as the hills—the girl over-thinking it, the boy
backing out of it, the same, old, tired dance of it all. What note do you strike between
some cheap fling and a lasting relationship, where it means something, but not
everything? Neither of us knew and I suppose it was easier to take our cues from our
gender roles. That night I laid in bed and thought how ten years ago, when I was twenty
and prone to dramatic gestures and sweeping generalizations, I would have accused him
of using me and caught the next train out of town. But now I waited quietly for the
bruised light of dawn to creep into his bedroom and for us to get through one last day
together.

At last we arrived at the bus stop together. Jeff rode the subway with me down
from the East Village to see me off and now, the bus nowhere in sight, I could tell he
regretted the gesture. We were camped out on the sidewalk with dozens of other wouldbe passengers. The majority of them were—or at least looked to my untrained eye—
Chinese, and all around was the static and buzz of foreign words.
“You think this thing is ever coming?” Jeff asked, leaning against a telephone
pole.
“Honestly,” I said, “you don’t have to wait with me.”
“Of course I’ll wait.” He lit another cigarette and took a drag, the tip glowing in
the pale evening light.
I mentally kicked myself for waiting until too late to buy a ticket on the Megabus,
another cheap commuter line, but one with a reliable schedule. Even spending the extra
money on Amtrak would have been worth it. Anything to avoid standing around in
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Chinatown with a guy who was waiting with me because it was polite. I wanted to call a
friend back in Philly and talk him into picking me up, but my phone was dead, the
charger lost. I shivered in the autumn cool.
Just then, about a quarter of a block away, an unmarked silver bus hissed to a stop
on the street. The other passengers, who, just moments before, had been slumped and
slouched along the sidewalk, suddenly sprang to life, gathering their belongings in a
frenzy, and rushing toward the bus. “They’re… they’re running,” Jeff remarked, his head
cocked to the side like a dog’s. We ambled behind them, there seeming to be no point in
hurrying since everyone else had gotten such a pronounced head start.
The bottom hatches of the bus were flung open and people frantically tossed their
luggage inside, pushing past one another to squeeze another duffle bag in, pawing the
other bags aside to angle theirs in. Verbal spats were sparking and burning out just as fast
as people shoved one another to board the bus, elbows jabbing and arms swinging. Bottle
neck traffic pressed toward the steps and everyone it seemed was shouting, but in a
tongue I didn’t know, their words sharp and clipped and hostile. It was the last moments
of the Titanic and there was one lifeboat left.
“Looks like you’re getting a shitty seat,” Jeff observed wryly. We stood a few feet
from the commotion, resigned to losing this event. There was something about the frenzy
of people, the mad dash of it all, that exhausted me, drained my remaining resilience. I
just wanted to be home already.
“Well,” I said. “I guess this is where we part.”
“Good luck with this,” he replied, and hugged me, landing a quick peck on my
cheek. Then he was gone, walking briskly down the sidewalk. I watched him move away
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from me, how he suddenly looked so unfettered, like whatever had strung across the
miles and hooked us together had snapped. He could be a man on the way to the movies,
or the subway, or the corner market to buy avocadoes. His whole six-foot self, made real
and three-dimensional and built of unnamed hopes, got smaller and smaller as he
retreated, until he disappeared into the crowd, reabsorbed by strangers.

I turned my attention back to the bus where the baggage situation had escalated to
a full-on debacle. Like me, those who hadn’t made it to the front of the line were left to
struggle against a too-full compartment. This meant ripping bags out to make room for
others. The carnage was scattered along the sidewalk next to the bus. I watched one
woman who couldn’t have been much more than five feet square off with a man twice her
size after he tossed her bag on the ground. She was scolding him and making wild
gestures with her arms while he barked back at her, pointing to the bag. Two older ladies
were yelling at one another in line after one cut the other off. Without knowing the
language, I could only discern the tone, which sounded like a series of clipped and shrill
fuck yous. The whole scene was so bizarre and other worldly, I didn’t even know how to
react to it or act within it. I looked around, searching for someone whose eyes I could
meet, whose face would register the same dumbstruck horror, thinking at least if someone
else acknowledged the absurdity of it all, I could find the place where I fit, find myself in
the moment. But everyone was too busy getting the hell on the bus.
Deciding I could manage the two-hour ride with my suitcase at my feet, I joined
the back of the line. In front of me was the only other white person in sight. “I hope there
are enough seats,” I said with a chuckle, my face contouring to one of exaggerated fright.
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He turned to me and mumbled something unintelligible in a thick Russian accent. I felt
terrible. As if it wasn’t bad enough that I assumed he spoke English just because he was
white, I took for granted that it meant he, too, would regard the scene with the same
indignation.
I hated New York at that moment. Hated it what it made me be, what it put me
through, the indignities of it all.
Once on the bus, a stream of people inched down the aisle. On each side, almost
without exception, the aisle seat was filled with the window seat vacant. I wheeled my
suitcase in front of me, mentally strategizing how I would maneuver it into one of the
tightly packed rows. “Can I sit there?” I asked a plump woman, pointing at the window
seat beside her. “Sorry,” she responded and offered no further explanation. I moved down
the aisle a bit further and repeated my question to a gangly man. Without looking up, he
waved a hand at me and shook his head. “Sir,” I insisted, “please.” Again he waved me
off as though I was trying to sell him drugs. None for me, he seemed to be saying. “Fine,”
I grunted and pushed my suitcase forward.
I scanned down the bus and realized with panic that it was filling up from the
back forward. The few people in front of me were climbing into the remaining seats. I
turned around and saw the front, too, was full—even the seats next to the apologetic
Chinese woman and the not-buying-any man. It was musical chairs and suddenly I was
the only one left standing. There I was with my giant suitcase and nowhere to go.
A petite, leather-faced Chinese woman was working her way down the aisle,
collecting tickets as she went. Finally, someone in charge. “Ma’am,” I began when she
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neared me. She didn’t stop, didn’t ask what I needed, but climbed, literally climbed over
me and my suitcase, and continued down the bus. “Are you serious?” I said to no one.
I couldn’t help thinking of Jeff at that moment. How he’d opened the door to his
bedroom after he took a shower and looked across the room. “Jesus,” he said. “When did
this place get to be such a mess?” And of course it was my stuff, strewn across the floor,
my suitcase unzipped, the contents exposed, half hanging out. I thought of all the shit in
my bag, the sweaters and six pairs of jeans and the books—my god, when did I think I
would do all that reading?—and how ridiculous it all made me feel, how much space it
took up, how much more space it made me take up, as though those things had become an
extension of me, of how I moved into spaces and filled them up.
I pushed back toward the front of the bus. No one looked up, but I wondered if
they noticed me, pitied me, or were laughing at me. Stupid girl. Now she knows why we
all ran at the bus. I guess I was riding home standing in the aisle.
The ticket woman returned. Peering through quizzical eyes, she looked as though
she was seeing me for the first time and I was not the woman she’d scaled a few minutes
before. She said something to me in a foreign language and I pushed my ticket toward
her. Then she pointed at another woman in the front row, said something else, and the
woman got up and left the bus. She gestured at me toward the empty seat. I didn’t really
know what happened, but I didn’t complain. She moved away from me down the aisle
and I sat down.
At last, settled into the seat, I felt something like comfort take hold. I had found a
seat, a small space in the world that was mine, that I could fill. I leaned my head back and
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closed my eyes. Soon the bus would be moving and New York City would get smaller
and smaller until it was just a hazy dot in the rear view mirror.
Just then the ticket woman returned. Everything about her was severe and
defensive, like she had spent the better part of her life shooing cats off her stoop with a
broom.
“Ticket!” she hissed at me, her hand outstretched.
“What? I already gave it to you,” I responded.
“Ticket!” she repeated, louder, more forcefully, leaning her face in toward mine.
“I gave it to you!”
The woman began to pull at my bags, her tiny hands at the top of my tote, prying
it open. “Ticket,” she kept spitting, “ticket!” I clutched at my things, yanking them
toward me, blocking her reach.
I knew speaking more loudly wouldn’t make her understand me, had seen other
people do this before, and laughed at the absurdity of it. But, despite myself, I raised my
voice, said the words more emphatically: “I. GAVE. YOU. MY. TICKET!” I put my hands
up to her in a stop motion, imploring her to pause, regard my face, remember when she
had seen me just minutes before and I had shown her my ticket.
Since Saturday morning, I felt like I’d been making that same motion. Stop.
Consider me. Don’t you remember me? Surely this isn’t what you intend.
The ticket woman kept pawing at my luggage, pulling at it, ostensibly to pull it—
and me—off the bus, and I kept protesting, louder and louder, in halting, stern English.
“What do you want from me? I gave it to you! Stop!” The language barrier made the
whole scene all the more impossible, such as we were reduced to these exaggerated
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motions, her pulling hands, and my loud protests. I thought of the scene outside the bus,
how the people had been ripping one another’s suitcases out of the hold, elbowing in
front of each other in line.
By now those around me had begun to rustle, mutter about the scene playing out
between the ticket woman and me. My face got hot. I was embarrassed to be on display
for these people, unable to speak their language, to make anyone understand my
humiliation, my indignity. The last one to the bus, the last one to a seat, now without a
ticket, my over-packed luggage at my feet.
Then I heard a woman speak up in broken English. “She gave you ticket,” she
said. Suddenly others joined in, echoing the sentiment. Another woman began talking in
rapid Chinese at the ticket woman, pointing in her face, and then gesturing toward me.
The people all around me were banded together with me, arguing my case, coming to my
aid. I felt a rush of gratitude.
The ticket woman was firing back in Chinese at them, waving her hands around,
her face stony. They yelled back. Finally, she threw her hands up in the air, shrieked at
them—and me—once more, and turned and got off the bus. As she was retreating, the
group was waving their hands at her in a get-out-of-here motion. “Off the bus!” one
called out behind her.
“Thank you!” I cried out to them, the adrenaline soaring in me, my heart
pounding. These people that I didn’t know, who didn’t know me, had no reason to care
whether I came or went, had rescued me. They had seen me. I wanted to hug them.
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Just as with the boarding mayhem, they quickly lost interest in the conflict, most
of them hardly acknowledging my thank yous. They turned back to their papers or their
phones or one another. Our moment together was over.
I finally loosened my grip on my tote, aware suddenly that it was still pulled up
against my chest like a shield. I reached inside for my book and then I felt it. The creased
edge of a paper. I knew without looking what it was. Knew it was the bus ticket I had
printed out at Kinkos hours before. Somehow in the confusion, I had merely flashed the
ticket at the woman, never actually handed it off to her.
I snatched the bag closed, afraid of someone seeing it and realizing they shouldn’t
have come to my aid. That they were wrong about me. I felt overcome with guilt for
deceiving the other passengers, for humiliating the ticket woman. My perceived
innocence and culpability were intertwined in a way I couldn’t understand, couldn’t
untangle. How just minutes before I was the victim and now I was just someone who
played the part of one. How I could be both at once, depending on the view.
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CRAFTING THE SELF
In my senior year of high school, I had my first real crush on a boy. Jake was a
college freshman. We met through mutual friends when I visited his campus and our
flirtation bloomed into emails and phone calls over the ensuing weeks. One night we
spent six hours on the phone together, only hanging up as dawn light crept into our
rooms. We had the kind of conversation you have at that age, when you marvel at your
similar taste in music and that you both saw the same movie in theaters when you were
kids. You like gummy bears? I love gummy bears! It felt like love.
The whole next day I felt charged up and energized by the conversation, like the
air I breathed in was some kind of drug, like my lungs had never felt air before. Even
more astounding to me than the fact that Jake existed was the fact that he knew I existed
and wanted to talk to me.
Needing an outlet for my energy, I went for a ride.
As I drove, I replayed bits of the conversation in my mind. The gentle way he
teased me, his tone more playful than biting. The question about my summer plans. A
sigh I wanted to label as adoring and live inside of. How he said my laugh was cute and
how, after that, I had tried to recreate the same sound each time he said something funny,
measuring the pitch, matching the cadence. Through him I glimpsed a girl—a woman—I
didn’t know existed, didn’t know could exist. One who could elicit sighs of adoration,
one whose laughter someone could fall in love with. Zipping down rural roads I knew by
heart, I longed to be that person again.
And then—just to see—I pretended I was.
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I imagined I was in a television show or somehow was being watched. The star of
my very own Truman Show, but Jake the only viewer. I pictured him watching me drive
down the country roads near my South Jersey home, singing the words to Paul Simon’s
“Kodachrome,” and taking my turns fast. Every detail of my behavior—the way my left
hand curled over the top of the steering wheel, how my lips moved as I sang along to the
chorus—felt heightened. I was aware of the weight of my sunglasses on the bridge of my
nose and how my blond hair lifted in the breeze. The seat belt pressed firm against my
chest. The gas pedal was light beneath my foot. The knobby fist of the stick-shift fit right
inside my hand. I stepped on the clutch and dropped my car into fourth gear in one fluid
motion.
In that moment, I embodied cool and beautiful and everything a man would fall in
love with. What got me even higher, was the idea that, to Jake, I was totally unaware that
he was watching me, that he was falling for me. I was just driving in my car, like I did
every day, and this was just how I looked, whether he saw me or not.
I rode around like this for a while and, even after I got home, there was something
thrilling about Jake observing me make a sandwich or scratch the dogs’ bellies. Look at
me. I love dogs. Watch me pet the dog. In my fantasy, everything I did would be
fascinating to him. He would draw only the most flattering conclusions about my
behavior, see me in only the way I most wanted to be seen.
Looking back now over ten years later, I see this for what it likely was: lonely and
somewhat narcissistic projections. No one was seeing me—at least not how I wanted to
be seen—so I gave myself an audience. I sifted through Jake’s behavior, found a kernel
of something that felt like adoration, and built an entire world around it. In this world, I
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became an archetype of the kind of person I wanted to be and mirrored this person back
at myself through someone I most wanted to see me in this way. I gave my small, simple
actions meaning and importance. Driving my car and playing with my dogs became acts
worthy of observation and admiration. I developed a level of self-awareness, of selfconsciousness, that existed apart from my private self. I became a character.

Like many people that came of age as the personal computer did, I am
exceedingly “plugged in.” I have a Facebook account on which I am connected to 673
friends. I’m also on Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, and Google Plus. I have three different
email addresses. I receive all emails, Facebook notifications, text and picture messages,
and—oh, yeah—phone calls on my iPhone 4S.
What this connectedness has offered me, beyond an easy way of staying in touch
with friends and family, is a platform on which to display myself. I can share my
thoughts on world events, relay a funny anecdote from my day, post a picture of what I’m
doing. At any moment, my life can go from a private, otherwise dull affair to something
worth broadcasting. This ability to publish my life imbues it with a sense of importance
that can be intoxicating.
I’m not alone. Increasingly, the hallmark of my generation—and maybe even first
world society at large—is a tendency to broadcast everything. Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube, Tumblr, blogs, emails, text messages. There is no experience too sacred to
share, too personal to pillage. On social networks, comments on one’s trip to the grocery
store are posted beside birth and death announcements. In this way, the superficial and
the significant carry equal weight.
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Right now I am sitting in bed typing on my laptop. My dog, Piper, is lying next to
me with a brown piece of fabric that used to be a toy beaver aptly named Wally. She is
staring at me, her dark eyes round and eager, her tail beating insistently, while she makes
growling-whining noises that sound a bit like attempts at speech. In this moment, I love
this dog and I have an urge to take a picture of her with my phone and post it to
Facebook. It’s not something I consciously think about or even act on—it’s just a
lightning flash moment that feels something like instinct. Share this.
Today 51% of Americans ages twelve and up belong to Facebook. Ten percent of
the world’s population is on it. Though users’ level of involvement varies, many are
weekly if not daily posters with fully fleshed-out profiles and archives of photos and
status updates. Though these profiles may appear on their surface as honest portrayals of
the users creating them, in actuality they are personas. Carefully crafted selves. In many
ways, social networks like Facebook encourage their users to lie.
Don’t get me wrong. I am not suggesting that people are posting information
about themselves that is materially false—jobs they don’t have or movies they haven’t
seen, though I am sure this happens. What I am suggesting is that in creating an online
version of themselves, people edit out the parts of themselves that they find less attractive
and amp up the more attractive features—physical and mental. I know I do it. I don’t
really like the way I look from the side. My nose is bumpy from when I fell off a pony
when I was seven and I have no real chin to speak of. If you look through my Facebook
pictures, you would hard-pressed to find one of me from this angle. I don’t post them

72

myself and, if others do, I generally “untag” myself from them. In the Facebook world, I
get to appear the way I want.
Additionally, I like being thought of as cultured and intelligent and urban. These
things may even be “true” of me, insofar as we can define any aspect of ourselves as true,
but they are certainly not absolutes, nor do they give the whole picture of who I am. I also
have seen every episode of “The Hills” and I once read a Jodi Picoult novel (just one!). I
grew up on a horse farm and, though I did spend many years living in downtown
Philadelphia, my rural years still outnumber my city ones.
It’s not that I intentionally mislead people or invent aspects of myself. I just don’t
choose to advertise certain things. I post pictures that flatter my looks and show me doing
interesting things like climbing mountains or socializing with friends or standing in front
of the Hollywood sign in California. That is me I want people to know. And what’s
wrong with that?
On the surface, nothing. Facebook is not real life and the relationships we
cultivate and nourish on Facebook are not replacements for real life, where our flaws and
the fullness of our personalities are more readily obvious. Where this becomes a problem
is when our desire to be seen as a certain person leads us to behave in different ways—
ways we wouldn’t “naturally.” Rather than our experiences informing who we become,
our desire to be a certain person dictates our actions. The tail wags the dog.

This past summer, I hit the road. As a student, my official responsibilities end in
May and resume again in late August, leaving me over three months of freedom. Not
wishing to brave the sweltering heat of summer in Memphis and feeling all too
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landlocked, I made a visit home to New Jersey before heading west. My journey took me
through Middle America—Indiana, Missouri, Iowa, up into Nebraska and Wyoming and
Idaho, before looping up to Seattle and then hugging the coast down toward San Diego.
The day I left New Jersey, I posted a picture of my dog buckled into my packed car and
announced my departure. In Illinois, I added a shot of a brown one-lane road surrounded
on both sides by farm fields that led to Abraham Lincoln’s cabin. In Nebraska, it was just
a screenshot—a picture of what I could see on my phone—of a blue dot, me, in the
middle of the country courtesy of google maps and their fancy satellites. Then there are
the state signs. In the West, the signs get larger, have more character, feature catchy
slogans. Welcome to Colorful Colorado, says one, with deep greens and a heather grey
sky behind it that I posted within minutes of crossing the state line. Same with
Wyoming’s, a massive billboard of a sign with a bucking bronco featured on it and the
words Forever West below it that I added to Facebook on May 24th. The pictures
continue—snapshots of state signs and buildings and beaches and rocky cliffs.
On the surface, these photos are just a way to communicate to my friends,
however loose that term may by in these internet days of having hundreds, if not
thousands, of “friends.” There is no intended vanity, beyond, of course, the obvious fact
that I am posting photos of my life. But sharing experiences is the currency of our time
and I don’t feel an overly heightened sense of narcissism relative to anyone else of these
cyber communities. What’s troublesome though, is not just the photos I posted, but how
many I took or thought to take with that same lightning flash instinct of must-share. With
this constant sharing comes a system of learned behavior. Have experience, share
experience. The two feel almost intertwined, like hunger and eating. Or maybe even more
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connected than that, maybe even the having of the experience feels like sharing it. And I
begin to wonder if I am having experiences merely so I can share them.
Even in those moments when I was completely and utterly alone, like when the
sun was inching toward the horizon and I was racing toward Indianapolis, hoping to get
there before dark, I wasn’t really alone. It was May 21, 2011, the day Harold Camping
had predicted the world would end, and as I moved further into the Bible Belt, I hoped I
would see one of the billboards I had heard about, trumpeting this day as the End of
Days. Wouldn’t it be great to get a shot of one of those billboards?, I thought to myself.
Wouldn’t that be clever and oh-so-topical? What I didn’t think was: so I could post it
online or email or text to someone, because I didn’t need to think this, at least not
consciously. While I don’t share every single thought that enters my brain—far from it, I
hope—I have begun to uncomfortably realize that perhaps all of, or most of these
thoughts, do pass through the same filter. The will-someone-else-find-this-interesting
filter.
It’s not a conscious decision, this wanting to share my experiences. It doesn’t
always even have anything to do with the actual act of sharing anything. It’s just the
assessment of the things I see and the experiences I have through the lens of the
collective. Is this funny? Is this interesting? How do I even know? My own opinion
becomes perhaps less important. And so when I drive down a highway with nothing but
my thoughts to keep my company, I am not alone. I am driving with 673 other people, all
of whom are weighing into my opinions, defining my sense of self, dictating my actions.
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I didn’t invent the idea of self-consciousness in isolation. Millions, if not billions,
of people operate in their daily lives with the faith that God can see them. Sure, you can
take that extra change, but God is watching. For the most devout, His judgment is a filter
through which all decisions must be made. Children do it, perhaps more sporadically,
with the belief that Santa Claus is making a list. Better not be naughty. For these people,
young or old, the watcher is the judger; He holds the prize and the believers must
conform accordingly.
And perhaps it wasn’t different for me back when I was a teenager driving down
country roads, imagining Jake was watching me. I wanted Jake to fall in love with me, so
I adjusted my behavior to a view that I thought he would find endearing and enticing. I
was still being me, just a version of me. I wasn’t just fantasizing about Jake watching me;
I was putting on an act for him. My selection of the Paul Simon tape? I knew he’d
approve of my retro tastes. We all have guilty pleasure music selections, but those are
reserved for when we are all alone, when we can sing along to Bob Seger or the Police. I
was not alone. On another day, maybe I would have picked my nose or scratched my
butt, but not on this day. On this day, I was refined and graceful.
This becomes even more problematic when I add others to my audience and my
goal becomes less definable. With 673 Facebook friends, all of whom I hope see me as
cultured and intelligent and witty and kind and well-read and responsible and
spontaneous, etc, I find myself less able to define who I am and, more notably, why I do
what I do. It’s not that I don’t feel a pull to behave a certain way or an instinct of
emotion; it’s just that I can’t trust it as much anymore. How do I know if I want to do
something or I want to want to do it? It’s a meta level of self-consciousness I suppose
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you could call neurotic, but which I believe might be far more normal in this day of
online self-curation than many of us acknowledge.

Recently my stepmother, Ruth, told me a story of a colleague she used to know
who hosted dinner parties at his family’s home. One time in the course of a meal, it came
up in conversation that while he and his wife and children had recently traveled to
Europe, they had taken no photographs of the trip.
“Don’t you want to preserve the memories?” someone asked.
“I want to remember the experience,” he told them. “Not the act of recording the
experience.”
I relayed this to my friend Hilary.
“I get it,” she told me. “I got off Facebook a year ago.” I knew this, but I loved
the way she said it, like she had kicked a heroin habit.
She continued, “I talked to a friend from college the other day and she asked me
where I had disappeared to. I haven’t disappeared! I just quit Facebook. I’m still the same
person. I’m still married. I still live in Arizona. I’m still having experiences. I’m just not
telling everyone about them.”
But do these experiences exist without an audience? Of course they do, but with
the line between experiencing and sharing never murkier, it is easy to understand how it
can seem as though one is living in a vacuum if they are not keeping an internet timeline
of their existence. Is an unshared experience as valuable? If a tree falls in the forest and
no one is there to tweet about it, has it really fallen?
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It’s not about Facebook or Twitter or even the internet, at least not anymore. It’s
about feeling a part of a collective consciousness that infuses our own experiences,
informs who we are, shapes us and our experiences. Are we ever really alone? Are our
thoughts our own or are they products of a self we have created? How do we separate the
two?
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SEEING PICTURES IN PERSON
When my stepmom, Ruth, and I visited Paris three years ago, we walked the city
end to end. We saw ancient cathedrals, quaint corner cafes, and museums of every order.
I took thousands—truly, thousands—of pictures. But the landmark that most awed me,
I’m almost ashamed to admit, was the Eiffel Tower.
We had hiked through the streets all day. Down one charming cobblestone street
and up another, passing by motorists on mopeds and unleashed dogs, so many dogs that
seemed like strays, but belonged to the shopkeepers and residents along each rue. We
made our way to the 7th Arrondissement, far from where we were staying on the Île
Saint-Louis, Ruth ceaselessly inside her map, insisting the Tower was “around here
somewhere.” Then it was just—suddenly—on us, or we on it. We came around a corner,
buildings walled around us, and rising in front of us was the Eiffel Tower.
How many times I had seen that tower, on postcards and in magazines and just
everywhere it seemed. It was embroidered into my brain like the Pyramids or the Statue
of Liberty or the face of my mother. And then there it was, just yards in front of me. The
color surprised me—a pleasant, warm shade of brown that almost looked like it wanted to
be pink—but everything else was so familiar. The angles, the wide-stance four feet of it,
the way it all traveled upward, reaching toward the Parisian sky, and coming together at a
point like a Christmas tree.
I can’t tell you if the Eiffel Tower is beautiful, or—since such things are surely
not objective—if I would have found it beautiful had I never seen it as an icon, never
conjured up the image of it in my mind before. Perhaps it would have seemed strange or
out of place or even reminded me of the crude, scaffolding-like structures that string
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power lines together. What I do know is that when I rounded the corner and found myself
at the base of it, its wiry frame looming above me, it was just how unsurprising and
familiar it was that made it beautiful.
There is an awe in seeing the iconic. It feels almost as though it cannot be, that
this thing you knew existed now exists in the same place in which you are standing. The
thought I have every time I see one of these landmarks is quite simple, almost juvenile—
it’s simply: It’s right there!
You are seeing something which has long existed in your mind’s eye. It is a
manifestation of a memory long since formed but never before experienced. A
confirmation that the icon exists.
Except there is no seeing it. Not seeing it the way one does ordinary, pedestrian
landmarks like trees or park benches or post offices. Those things you absorb as you are
seeing them, assess their aesthetics, measure your enjoyment of them—experience. Not
so a site like the Eiffel Tower. You do not see the Eiffel Tower and think, “Oh, look at
that thing. It sure is big. What an interesting structure.” You merely react to the idea of
the thing you’ve already held. You assess it against your preconception, its public image,
and are either disappointed (because it cannot live up to your idea of what it is which has
been raised to the level of structural deity over the years) or you are validated merely
because it is there and you are joining the millions of other who have seen it. The fact of
seeing it means more than the experience of seeing it.
The fact of having certain shared experiences. How much of our lives are dictated
by this idea, this obligation?
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When people are asked what they would do if they won the lottery or found out
they had six months to live or even just what they prize about all other things, the answer
is so often the same. Travel, travel, travel. See things. There is this value attributed to
visiting as many places as we can before we die. Pushing ourselves out of our comfort
zones, into the unique, the exotic, and seeing how other people live seems an admirable
enough goal. But I wonder if we relish the experiences of seeing places unlike what we
know or if we feel compelled by societal pressure to have those experiences and see those
places.
Lately there have been lists popping up on my Facebook news feed. They are
titled things like “100 foods to eat before you die” and “100 places to visit before you
die.” The idea is to consult these lists, check off the foods you have eaten or the places
you have been, and feel either some smug sense of satisfaction that your life has been
well lived or some gnawing disappointment that you are not getting the most out of your
experience here on Earth.
Beyond the fact that there is something sort of absurd about being in a rush to do
something before you die (it feels a bit like cramming for a test right before you drop out
of school), it is so arbitrary. On the “travel list challenge,” one hundred places are listed
with the tagline, “Are you well-traveled? Prove it!” There is something strangely
pompous in this challenge, not just that it presumes the value of traveling, but because it
is phrased as though, if you can demonstrate that you have visited these places, you will
automatically have proven that you have lived a more worthwhile existence. The items
are alphabetized (ostensibly to avoid ranking them, which would be almost as obnoxious
as making a list of one hundred places to visit before you die) and range from familiar
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hotspots like the Great Wall of China to less expected locations like the Atlantic City
Boardwalk. Why these places? What makes one worth more than another? If you haven’t
visited the balance of the list (I shamefully weighed in at only 22), are you failing at life?
Or at least at travel? And if you are able to prove your travel mettle and have traveled to
all one hundred places, then what? Are you done? Should you just draw your blinds and
live the rest of your life as a shut-in because you’ve seen everything that’s apparently
worth seeing?
Certainly travel is a wonderful way to enrich yourself, challenge your notions of
normalcy, gain perspective on your life and your society, and just see some neat things
that might not exist within the confines of your backyard. What I don’t support are
publicly-generated canons of worthwhile experiences. On the Travel Challenge List, for
instance, there are only two locations in Africa. Two! There are thirty-two within the
United States. And, really, we wonder why the rest of the world hates us.
I recognize that this list in no way represents what everyone thinks and may very
well have been created by an elderly couple with an RV and a subscription to National
Geographic or a young adult who has never heard of Capetown. But these types of lists
are created annually and printed in widely circulated publications like USA Today and the
New York Times. According to a list published on the Smithsonian’s website, there are
only 43 places you need to see before you die and you can just skip most of the African
nations (and all of Russia) to see them. For many people on a quick trip to Eastern
Europe or the Middle East, these lists can make great guides to hitting up a few hotspots
in the limited time their vacation allows. However, these types of lists become part of our
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collective consciousness and represent what we value as “worthwhile experiences.” They
short-circuit our ability to discover beauty in the unfamiliar—and in the familiar.
When I visited Paris, while I certainly was enchanted by the cathedrals and
sidewalk cafes, so much of my experience was tainted by an eerie sense of what I had
seen before and what I hadn’t—and a subconscious assessment of each landmark through
this lens. I knew the Eiffel Tower, the Louvre, Arc de Triomphe, and Notre Dame, so
when I saw each, I experienced them as memories revisited. I was unable to breathe them
in as new. I was ever-aware that I was seeing something that I had known before, that
existed within society’s collective memory, and that my experience was validating. And
when I saw the unfamiliar—tiny art galleries and opulent theaters—they were more
quickly forgotten, as they did not exist as items on a greater list of experiences one “must
have.” There was no previous memory of the thing which my experience reinforced,
fortified. It happened, and then it was gone.

This past summer a friend and I traveled around a good deal of the United States.
We saw approximately twenty-five states, probably close to fifty cities, and about a
dozen or so national parks. I am no longer sure why I took this trip or even what it means
now looking back. But two experiences stick out to me at this moment:
1.

We are in northern California in Prairie Creek National Forest, i.e. the Redwoods.

I’ve always wanted to see the Redwoods, always imagined them towering over me.
Pictures of them have shown their roots stretching over the tops of people’s heads, the
rest of them growing monstrously out of the shot. Neil Young sang about them in his
search for a heart of gold. I needed to see these things in person, to confirm them.
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Perhaps I built them up too much. That’s probably all it is. I had this idea of
dinosaur trees that reached into the sky and had trunks so large you could park a house
inside of them. In other words, they were destined to disappoint me. And they did. Don’t
get me wrong, those bad boys were big. Really big. I feel almost ashamed to admit it
now, that I got to drive through the Avenue of Giants and felt something of a quiet,
nagging disappointment that they weren’t bigger. But it was a disappointment I didn’t
acknowledge at the time, refused to acknowledge.
We spent hours walking around in that forest. My friend and I took picture after
picture of one another sidled up next to these trees, showing off their height by climbing
under their roots or stretching our arms out to show that the trunks extended far beyond
our reach. And it wasn’t all just a farce. In those moments, I was into it. I was blown
away by these trees. “Look at how big they are!” I said to my friend. And they were, they
were. When one was toppled over, a fallen giant, I climbed onto its roots and I could get
lost inside of them.
I was into the Redwoods at those moments because it would be wrong not to be.
Because being awed is the way you are supposed to feel when you stand at the trunk of
one of those monstrous trees, look up, and see it climbing up toward the heavens, so far
away from your grasp. And, at the same time, I felt that nagging sense of disappointment
for the very same reason. There was a way you were supposed to feel. These were big,
amazing trees that I was lucky to see. If I didn’t feel myself changed in their presence,
then how great could they be?
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If you visit my Facebook page, you will see multiple pictures of those Redwoods.
There I am standing next to one. Here I am, tucked in the roots of one. Do you see me?,
these pictures say. I have lived a life.
2.

For six weeks this summer, I settled in Santa Monica, California. I did quite a bit

of hiking in the coastal mountains around Los Angeles—mostly in Santa Monica,
Malibu, and Topanga. The mountains rise up practically from the shores of the Pacific
and in places you can stand at 1,500 or 2,000 feet and see clear to downtown Los Angeles
in one direction and the cool expanse of the Pacific the other way. Some of the hikes take
you down into canyons though, like the one in Malibu that wound through the brush-dry,
dusty trails of Solstice Canyon. The trail criss-crossed over a small stream where my dog
Piper would splash, lapping at the water, and plop down, letting the cold, gentle current
gurgle around her. It got hot down in the canyons and, by midday, the July sun would
bake down on us at over hundred degrees. It’s no surprise that brushfires are common in
these arid canyons. In Solstice Canyon, the path dead-ends at the rocky edge of the
canyon where the water weaves its way through and over the rocks, forming stages of
waterfalls, some larger than others.
In one spot, the water does not so much cascade from the rocks above it, but drips
and melts down into a small pool at the bottom, giving not so much the appearance of
flowing water, but of slippery wetness. This was the view out the large picture window of
the Roberts’ Ranch House kitchen. I know this because there is a sign at the site which
shows pictures of the kitchen with the water drizzling off the canyon wall through the
open window. Now all that remains is the foundation of the house, chimneys, steps, an
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oven, a bathtub, and this sign to mark what was lost to a canyon fire in 1982. “Walk
Through a Blue Print” the sign invites, so I do.
That sign is comforting. No one’s life was lost to the fire and, while the house was
a realized dream of its owner, Fred Roberts, he was six-years dead by the time it burned.
But still. It’s chilling stepping up the front steps onto the foundation, lizards darting in
front of you across the open floor. These were someone’s front steps. I thought of the
way, as children, my brother, Brad, and I would bound up our own front steps after
school and dump our backpacks at the top, too focused on the business of playing to
bother getting them all the way into the house. On the periphery of the layout, the stark,
naked chimneys pointed up into the dense, hot air much like the palm trees that grew only
feet away from them.
When people ask what I saw this summer, I tell them about the Redwoods and the
Hollywood sign and the Space Needle in Seattle and the Grand Canyon and so many
other recognizable sites. I don’t bother mentioning Fred Roberts’ ruins in Solstice
Canyon. I don’t display photos of it online. What’s the point? No one has heard of it
anyway.

Sharing the spectacular can be helpful and there does exist a canon of worthwhile,
sightseeing experiences. Places to see before you die, if you will. But what value these
places offer to their visitors is unclear to me. Perhaps I am just cynical or shallow and
others are able to visit these famous sites and see them in all their beauty and splendor,
removed from the judgment or approval of the rest of society. Or maybe, like others,
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these sites will be visited, will even be enjoyed, but they not be seen for what they are,
but merely for we want to see them as and who we want to see ourselves as.

One final memory: when we visited the Louvre in Paris, we walked hushed room
after hushed room, gazed upon pottery several centuries old, and nude cherubs amidst
violent religious reckonings. Much of it is quite spectacular. Much of it is rather dull. The
museum is large and crowded and at times it can feel like you are just trying to get
through all the exhibits. There is one room, though, down the end of one long corridor, in
which as we approached we heard a frenzy of whispering and a shuffling of soft-heeled
shoes and a click-click-clicking.
When we entered, we saw a mass of people, pressed up and clamoring toward one
very small, but very recognizable painting. Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. It hung
behind glass several feet beyond anyone’s reach, her faded, subtle smirk barely within
sight. The painting was hardly the grandest display in the museum, but it was surely the
most well-known. And so the throngs of visitors pressed up ever closer, holding their
cameras high above their head, over the rest of the crowd, and snapped photos.
Why take a picture of a painting? Why take a picture of a painting you can hardly
see, that you have to lift your camera above the heads of strangers to snap a blurry shot
of? Because you have known that face, those knowing eyes and smirk your entire life.
Because, despite how familiar it is and how many times you have walked the length of a
room and been followed by those eyes on a poster print, you have never before stood in
front of the real thing.
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And when you go home and you tell people what you saw—the chapels and the
cafes and the tiny, intricate cobblestone streets—it is this thing that will mean something.
“You saw the Mona Lisa?” they’ll ask, their eyes rimmed with envy. Yes, you’ll say. It
was right there.
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RESTITUTA, TAKE OFF YOUR TUNIC
This is how I imagine it.
It is late. The tavern is crowded with people spilling in and out, their voices lifting
to a merry cacophony. An acrid mixture of sweat and passum, the cloying raisin wine so
popular with the locals, fills the air. On these summer nights, when the heat doesn’t yield
to the dark, it seems foolish to gather so close together. But somehow the humidity and
the wine and the nearness of each other feels sensuous, almost erotic, and everyone
drinks into a carnal bliss. On one side of the room, two men are lazily slap-pushing one
another, their stances wide, each wearing an almost comical what-are-you-going-to-doabout-it? look. If not yet a fight, it’s the opening act of one. The people around them step
back, watching the men in giddy delight. But, as quickly as it began, the fight is forgotten
and the men are laughing, bent over at their waists, hands on each other’s shoulder to
keep balance. The people turn away, disappointed.
Later on, the men stand together as one of them scrawls something on the wall.
They laugh, tip their drinks up and drain the last swallows. Then they turn and stumble
out into the night.
It could be weeks, months, maybe even years, but they are not long for this world.
I will only ever be able to imagine these men. A volcano will erupt six miles from their
homes, and they will be killed almost instantly by the surge of heat that will follow the
explosion, engulfing them and nearly 3,000 others. For thirty-six hours, the volcano will
rain down on the city, sealing it from the bottom up. It will be centuries before they are
found—even longer before their words are unearthed and translated.
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We two dear men, friends forever, were here. If you want to know our names, they
are Gaius and Aulus.

For nearly 1,700 years, the Roman city of Pompeii was lost. Buried beneath
twenty feet of ash and pumice from an eruption of Mount Vesuvius on August 24, 79
AD, the city remained perfectly preserved for hundreds of years. Since the 18th century,
archeologists have excavated about two-thirds of it. Over one hundred acres of public
buildings, stores, and homes have been discovered, giving historians unparalleled insights
into the customs of ancient Roman life. It was, however, the abundance of graffiti that
allowed archeologists to draw some of the most stunning conclusions about the citizens
of Pompeii. The Latin inscriptions on the walls of taverns, bathhouses, brothels, and
stores revealed that the people were, well, not that much different than people today.
They drank, they swore, they fornicated, they loved, they fought, they made fun of each
other. They were hilarious. On an interior wall of the Tavern of Verecundus, an
inscription reads: “Restituta, take off your tunic, please, and show us your hairy
privates.” Another, on a wall in the street, says “Theophilus, don’t perform oral sex on
girls against the city wall like a dog.” In the basilica: “Chie, I hope your hemorrhoids rub
together so much that they hurt worse than when they ever have before!” Just outside the
Vesuvius gate is written, “Defecator, may everything turn out okay so that you can leave
this place.”

Graffiti and its plural, graffito, come from the Italian word, graffiato, meaning
“scratched.” It refers to writings or drawings scribbled, scratched, or sprayed on a wall or
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other surface in a public place. Graffiti ranges from simple words or aphorisms to
elaborate murals. Its earliest known forms date back to cave drawings in 30,000 BC. In
nearly every ancient civilization that historians have studied has been the presence of
graffiti. The Greeks, the Romans, the Vikings, the Mayans. Populations that never come
into contact with one another. This evidence suggests that the practice is not cultural, but
primal in nature. People, it seems, have always been compelled to write graffiti.
This remains the case. Step onto a subway, glance down at a table, sit on a public
toilet, and you will see graffiti. In urban areas, most notably the American cities of New
York and Los Angeles, graffito is so ubiquitous that it blends into the cityscape. These
are the places you’ll find graffiti with deeper, more complex meanings.
Highly tied to gangs and hip hop culture, graffiti is the language of turf wars. In
the late 1960s and 1970s, the urban gangs of South Bronx, Washington Heights, and
other impoverished neighborhoods of New York City, began a practice of “tagging” to
mark their territory. Tags are self-invented stylized signatures meant to denote an
individual or a gang. They covered everything: buildings, benches, and, most popularly,
subways. Trains were the thing to tag. The practice of “bombing” a train—tagging it
excessively—caught on with others and soon specialized graffiti artists began to emerge.
Like street gangs, these groups of graffiti artists would identify themselves by a certain
tag and mark their territory by signing this tag to as many public places as possible.
Trains allowed their tags to gain mobility and notoriety, essentially carrying their brand
throughout the city and, even at times, the country. A contemporary graffiti artist
associated with the group TKO said in the 2005 documentary film, Infamy, of the thrill of
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tagging trains: “…your name is all over the country. It says, ‘this is me, I was here, fuck
off.’”
Though ‘fuck off’ may not be the message all graffito expresses, ‘I was here’ is.
On a basic level, graffito asserts a message to viewers. Its message is: look at me; its
viewers are: anyone and everyone. Though gangs may use tags to communicate within
their community, all graffiti writers, artists and dabblers, make their marks with an
understanding that these marks will be seen by the public at large. In fact, more many
graffiti writers, that is the point. Graffiti artist Claw noted in Infamy that the very idea
that others will see her name is what makes graffiti so attractive. She explained, “Graffiti
lets me say, ‘I am here. There’s my name.’”
Though graffiti artists’ desire to see their name throughout a city may seem
strange to most people, it is not an altogether unusual phenomenon. Many, if not most,
people have participated in low-level graffiti: carving their initials on a tree or writing a
message on a bathroom wall. Though not everyone has a desire to spray-paint their name
on an overpass, a lot people do want to leave a physical mark of themselves. For some
the sight of fresh-poured concrete is too tempting to resist the urge to leave their initials
or a hand print in the sidewalk. For others, just seeing a wall littered with graffiti dialogue
inspires one to join in the conversation. For many, the impetus for why they write graffiti
is not altogether clear. However, I suspect it comes—if not consciously,
subconsciously—from the same kind of desire to say “I was here” as the graffiti artists. In
this way, graffiti allows people to assert and affirm their existence. Graffiti offers almost
photographic proof that they were, in fact, there.
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In her landmark book, On Photography, Susan Sontag writes of why people are
drawn to taking pictures. She suggests that a great deal of the motivation might be our
implicit understanding that time is fleeting—and we want to stop it in its tracks. It is, as
Holden Caulfield famously lamented in The Catcher in the Rye, the desire to make
certain things “…stay the way they are. You ought to be able to stick them in one of
those big glass cases.” Photographs essentially take an experience and put it under glass,
forever preserving the moment exactly as it was. What ultimately happens, though,
Sontag argues, is that “precisely by slicing out [a] moment and freezing it, all
photographs testify to time’s relentless melt.” Sontag suggests that photographs are one
way that human’s fight—in vain—against “time’s relentless melt.”
In many ways, writing graffiti does the same thing. It takes a moment and
attempts to capture it. “LM was here on 4/14/97” an inscription might read. That place
need not be an especially important place and April 14, 1997 need not be a monumental
day for LM. But, by carving out the graffiti to record the moment, it becomes an event.
The graffiti “gives shape to experience,” to borrow Sontag’s words. And it is essentially
that shape that elevates the experience to something more than a passing moment. It is
frozen, it is put under glass, and it is preserved.
But, unlike photography, graffiti does not seek to fight against time’s relentless
melt. Instead it acknowledges and pays tribute to the passing of time. The very fact that
so often a date is included in an inscription shows that the graffiti is done with awareness
that the moment will pass and that once another’s eyes see it, it will be over. “LM was
here.” As LM is writing the graffiti, she is recognizing that she will not be there to bear
witness to it being read. Maybe she will physically be in the same place, the same
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building, the same general location, but she will not be in that moment. That moment is
already over and all LM can do is say, “that moment happened. I happened.” It is, as the
TKO graffiti artist stated, LM’s way of saying “This is me. I was here.”
This is not to say that photographers and graffiti artists don’t share the same world
of preservation, because they do. Certainly many photographs, if not most, are snapped
with the recognition that this group of people won’t be together again or this location
won’t be visited again, that this moment will pass. But the very act of taking a picture is
personal in ways that graffiti is not. It is for the photographer (certainly the layman
photographer) to keep physical proof of the memory and to freeze those people and those
places in time. Graffiti begins with much of the same awareness that the moment will
pass, but it manifests in a different, perhaps more evolved way. It does not seek to freeze
a moment to hold it forever; it instead seeks to acknowledge that the moment happened.
LM was here. Photographs are designed to take a moment with you; graffiti is to be left
behind. It is photography without the child-like denial of time’s relentless melt. It
embraces the melt.

Graffiti is like a fingerprint of a person that not only says I was here, but this is
this is who I was. This is my voice, this is my mark, this is a physical manifestation of
me. It is physical in a way that photography is not. Yes, photographs are physical things
that you can see and touch and they surely offer proof of a person; however, a photograph
in its physicality is not unique to a person. The same four by six glossy print can hold a
baby girl or a crash of elephants. It is indifferent to the subject and not unique in form. It
can be duplicated. Graffiti is original and, even when a tag is reproduced on many
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surfaces, each one is unique. Further, and more importantly, it stays behind. The very
nature of graffiti is that it is like a footprint in the mud. It is proof that someone lived and
breathed and occupied a body.
Our bodies are built with time bombs. There is a self-destruct button and, though
we don’t know why we age or why our cells stop reproducing, we know that they do and
that we are just brief flashes in the pan. And—not to put too fine a point on it—whether
we’re burned or buried, our bodies are all-too-temporary. It is perhaps this that most
draws people to write on buildings or draw in wet cement: that these things offer a
physical permanence—or at least the illusion of one—that eludes us. By leaving our
footprint of graffiti on a physical object, in a sense we are merging with that physical
object. A tree that has our initials carved into it is no longer just a tree, but is a
duplication of us. In certain ways, we become something larger and greater than
ourselves through this. By attaching ourselves to something remarkable (like a thousand
year-old Redwood or an overpass that stretches across a six-lane highway), we, too,
become remarkable.

In 1974, artist Terry Fugate-Wilcox was commissioned to create a sculpture
known as “3000 A.D Diffusion Piece” in J. Hood Wright Park in New York City. The
sculpture, a towering beam, was created with several stacked and bolted plates of
magnesium and aluminum. Though the piece has technically been created, it will not be
completed for hundreds of years, as the two metals will take years to fuse together by a
process known as diffusion. Fugate-Wilcox estimates that this will happen at or around
the year 3000 A.D.—in other words, long after we are all dead. In the nearly forty years
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since the sculpture has been created, Fugate-Wilcox has observed that people can have
strange responses to it. He notes a great deal of graffiti on it. In effect, defacement of his
art. In a recent interview for the radio show Radio Lab, he said, “under the graffiti, there
is more graffiti.” He laughed explaining this, though, and I got the sense that to him this
desire to deface his art is understandable and maybe even means his sculpture is getting
the response he intended. As he was being interviewed, a group of students approached
the piece and began to touch it. Some even hugged it. This was not unusual, explained
Fugate-Wilcox. Those who interact with it are moved by the fact that it in many ways is a
time capsule. If all goes according to plan, long after we are gone, it will still be here.
Host Jad Abumrad observed on Radio Lab that the desire to run their hands along the
sculpture or add their names to it is because people feel that, in some way, they are
reaching into the future. He said, “It is the same impulse that makes you want to leave
something behind or send some of yourself forward… if only for an instant.”

This summer, my friend Ryan and I visited the Monongahela National Forest in
West Virginia for a two-day hiking and camping trip. On the first day, we climbed a large
crag known as Seneca Rocks. It is the only “true peak”—that is, a peak inaccessible
except by technical rock-climbing—on the East Coast and consequently a pretty
challenging hike. Near the top is an observation deck where you can step out and see out
across the North Fork Mountains and the sprawling green countryside of Seneca Rocks.
As Ryan and I stood at the railing of the deck, I looked down and noticed hundreds of
names and initials and dates had been carved into the wood. Though it was only the two
of us up there, I had eerie sense that we weren’t alone. We weren’t the first to climb
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Seneca Rocks, nor would we be the last. Others had stood on the deck and felt the ache in
their quads and the thrill of discovery. I was here, their graffiti told me. I didn’t carve into
the wood, but, anchored there on the summit with the mountaintop wind whipping at my
face, I thought, Me too.
And perhaps that is the thrill of graffiti—of existence: that we’re in it together.
Not just that some of us have climbed the same mountain or ridden the same subway line,
but that we have felt the ache of our impermanence. Beyond affirming our own existence,
graffiti allows us to affirm one another’s. It reminds us of each other in sometimes small,
often anonymous inscriptions. You’re here? I once was, too! It can be just by seeing their
name or reading a political message or laughing at a witty turn of phrase. These little
messages serve to unite us in this way.

Folk band, Iron and Wine, have a song called “Trapeze Swinger” that is a
reflection on death and memory and what it means to be remembered after you have
passed away. It is a hauntingly gorgeous song, but what always strikes me most about it
is when the lyrics describe the messages one might find at the gate of heaven. It says:
But please remember me, fondly
I heard from someone you're still pretty
And then they went on to say that the Pearly Gates
Had some eloquent graffiti
Like 'We'll meet again' and 'Fuck the man'
And 'Tell my mother not to worry'
Later in the song, they revisit this same idea with:
…just like the gates
Around the Holy Kingdom
With words like, 'Lost and found'
And 'Don't look down'
And 'Someone save temptation'
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Perhaps what moves me most about these lyrics is that, if there is a heaven with
pearly gates and winged cherubs flying about, I think this is exactly what you would find.
Graffiti. People wanting to affirm some sort of celestial existence and connect with one
another. They would be elegant and vulgar and humorous and they would say fuck. They
would be, as the Pompeians, just like us.

Whether it is on a bathroom wall or on the pearly gates or on the city walls of
Pompeii, graffiti bridges the gulf between centuries, between each other. It reminds me
that all of us humans live with the knowledge that we are born and we die—that we live
on despite the weight of this truth. It is messages like the one found on the Street of
Mercury that says “Publius Comicius Restitutus stood right here with his brother” or the
one on the gladiator barracks wall: “On April 19th, I made bread” that remind me of the
power of graffiti. These words, so banal and trivial, reveal that the Pompeians, like us,
lived with the dull dreading awareness of their own impermanence. They knew their
existence was fleeting. Even the words they chose—stood, made—betrayed a knowledge
that they knew that moment would pass, that already it was gone. Each moment eluding
them before it could be captured. And that there would be a moment when they weren’t
there anymore.
So they wrote on walls—to preserve the moment, the fact that it happened, that
they happened. To take the pedestrian act of making bread or standing in the street and
elevate it to something meaningful, some sort of event worthy of recording. As Sontag
wrote in On Photography, “…after the event has happened, the picture [or here, the
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graffiti] will still exist, conferring on the event a kind of immortality (and importance) it
would never otherwise have enjoyed.”
We don’t know who Publius Comicius Restitutus was. But we know he once
stood on the Street of Mercury in the City of Pompeii with his brother some two
millennia ago. Inside his simple words we can find two people who loved and fought and
laughed and slept and woke. We can find ourselves.
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PUBLIC DISCOURSE
My ex-boyfriend-turned-friend Ryan is traveling from San Diego to Memphis to
see me right now. He is moving back to Philadelphia, where we are both from, but his
travel plans include a stop off in Memphis where I live now. Two days ago I wrote on his
Facebook wall: “Can’t wait to see you!”
Those who saw my post got the basic point: I was excited to see Ryan. But this
was only one of the many, nuanced points of my message. The truth is, posting to his
Facebook wall was probably the least effective way to communicate with Ryan. He
doesn’t log in much and doesn’t get email alerts when a friend comments on his wall. I
could have texted him, emailed him, or just picked up the phone and called (though,
really, who does that anymore?). The fact was, I posted on his wall because it was public.
I wanted others to see. In fact, others reading the message was just as important as Ryan
viewing it. Maybe even more.
I wanted our mutual friends to know he was coming for a visit and I wanted those
people in his life that didn’t know me to realize, hey, Ryan is my friend. He is such a
good friend, he drives to Tennessee to see me. Has he ever driven to see you? I bet he
hasn’t. I was advertising our friendship, plain and simple.
Not that I’m not actually excited to see Ryan. I am. Our romantic relationship has
long since yielded to an easy friendship, made easier by the fact that it wasn’t always
easy. Ryan was the first guy I dated after The Great Heartbreak of my Twenties and after
I moved to Philadelphia and I went into our relationship determined to make this one
work. When, six months in, it became clear that, while we enjoyed one another, our
romance had flat-lined, I shifted my determination to making our friendship work. I was
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tired of losing people—the men I loved and our mutual friends—to break-ups. I would be
friends with my ex. A lot of his friends doubted that this was possible, with several
suggesting that there was no way I wanted to just be friends. A few advised that he cut
ties with me altogether.
Beyond combating those who viewed our shifting dynamic with skepticism,
convinced—and perhaps a little right—that it was all my idea, it is hard to be friends with
an ex. Ever present was a sliver of awareness that maybe some of his friends were right—
that it wasn’t all I wanted. In those moments when it felt right to lean my head on Ryan’s
shoulder, it wasn’t just habit. Some of it was feelings. I wondered if I was choosing this
friendship for reasons of vanity more than sincerity—if proving I could be friends with
my ex became more important than whether I wanted to be friends with him.
But persist we did. Eventually the dance got less clumsy, the jealousy eased, the
affection became platonic. Four years later, Ryan is one of my best friends. We have
vacationed together, shared holidays, and, oh yeah, we’ve crossed the country to see one
another—without so much as even once stealing a drunken, horny kiss in all these years.
And somewhere along the way, the motivation became pure. I liked Ryan. I wanted to be
his friend.
So, yes, I’m going to advertise it. Maybe it’s petty, but the friendship was built on
top of the chip on my shoulder. The shame of playing the pathetic ex-role, if only in
others’ suspicions haunts me still. Vindicating my humiliation lives in me as an everpresent motivation. See us? We are friends. He’s driving to visit me right now. In your
face!
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Facebook is the perfect means through which to show off our friendship while
pretending that I’m not. I can tag pictures of us on our trip to Seattle, post messages about
our upcoming visits. I don’t ever even have to acknowledge anyone’s disapproval and
doubt—that it ever bothered me. I can be much more cunning than that.
That’s the thing about Facebook. It offers a seemingly innocent vehicle to carry
out complicated agendas. It’s a window into others’ associations that works only because
we pretend no such window exists. Though some use it as a type of “newsletter”—
broadcasting information to a large, personal audience—many communicate one-on-one
through public messages on one another’s walls (like the message I left for Ryan). It’s an
odd form of communication, bearing all the hallmarks of private communication, but
done in an extremely public fashion. It requires people carefully word their
communication because hundreds of others will be privy to whatever they say. My post
on Ryan’s wall? It might as well be a billboard on Broad Street in Philly. But the thing is:
I can pretend there is no hidden agenda. I can shrug my shoulders and act like ‘Who
cares? It’s just a stupid Facebook post.’
Of course not every post is loaded with the subtext of my public communication
with Ryan, but it is all still public. What someone says when they know others are
“listening” is vastly different from what they share in private. There is, I would argue, a
reason for all of it.
Take my friends, a married couple, Megg and Keith. Since way back when, they
have been posting to one another’s wall. When they were still dating, it was kind of cute.
She would post things like “Let’s get Chinese on Friday and I’ll let you have most of the
spring rolls” or he would say, “You’re the prettiest little Megg I know.” As their real-life
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and Facebook friend, I felt like I had a front-row seat to their courtship. But now they are
married and share a bed every night. And the Facebook posts haven’t slowed. Usually the
messages are about their dogs or what they should have for dinner, but sometimes they
are things like two days ago when she posted “I wanted to thank you for calling me pearshaped tonight. Now get out of my way, as I’m en route to find some dessert!” His
response: “I’m sorry. I forgot that you are pretty tall. Butternut squash shaped.”
The messages are humorous. Both of them are smart and clever and have long
since fallen into a rhythm of volleying zingers back and forth. However, reading these
exchanges, I get the feeling they are sitting across the kitchen table from one another,
both of their laptops open, typing away to one another via their public Facebook walls
and snickering quietly as they wait for the other to respond. It’s a strange picture—and
it’s hard to imagine there is any motive behind the posts other than to display their
adorable relationship and endless wit. We’re watching a performance. The Megg and
Keith Marriage Show. It’s like MTV’s Newlyweds, but without the cameras and with a
more select audience.
This is nothing new. Since the inception of online social networking, we have
been driving toward this kind of private-public communication. In 2002, the granddaddy
of social networking sites, Friendster, was launched. Within the first couple of months,
millions of users signed up for an account, including myself. I don’t recall much of the
rudimentary features of Friendster, but I do remember there was something resembling a
“wall” where friends could post, but, rather than direct messages to one another, the
program encouraged people to write “testimonials” of one another. In a sentence or two,
your friends described you, usually highlighting your virtues. In other words, they wrote
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about you for the benefit of others. It was like amazon.com product reviews, but for
people.
Someone might write “Devon is a funny girl who loves to laugh.” More likely,
though, my friends would post ridiculous things like “Devon is crazy! She can funnel
jungle juice like a champion and once left her shoes at the bar!” This was the beginning
of it. Once friends began to tell secrets and share experiences, social networking instantly
became not just a place for friends to connect, but a place for friendships and personal
qualities to be advertised. After that, these “testimonials” devolved into loose strings of
inside jokes, the entire purpose of which was to make it clear who was on the outside of
it. If a friend posted “Devon loves Col. FMH!” the message was clear: you don’t know
what this is about.
It’s the nature of people, perhaps. Always making inside jokes, seeking validation
through exclusion. As a child, I went to a tiny, rural middle school where I never really
connected with anyone. I wasn’t quite an outcast, but more just shuffled along under the
radar for a couple of years, sitting at lunch with kids I only half-liked. In seventh grade,
my classmates began forming these groups one day where they wrote their club name on
each other’s hands. I remember some of them. There was the “Custard Crew” and “Shark
Attack.” It seemed every kid suddenly had the symbol of their club crudely scrawled on
the back of their seventh grade hand—except me. I probably could have asked to join
one, maybe you were even supposed to request admission, but I felt foolish. To ask
seemed to violate the spirit of the clubs: a casual lack of acknowledgement. The first rule
of Custard Club is you don’t talk about Custard Club.
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Everyone acted like these clubs had always been, that there was nothing unusual
about branding each other with ballpoint tattoos. We all saw the club names, figured out
who fit with whom, but pretended we didn’t. Of course, for those of us without a club, we
pretended the whole thing was childish and silly, which it probably was. But we—or at
least I—secretly longed for that inky inclusion.
By the time MySpace became all the rage in 2005, followed closely by the now
mega-popular Facebook, public communication as performance was becoming
commonplace. I remember vaguely the first time someone posted to my Facebook wall. It
was a college friend of mine that I was in pretty regular contact with. I’m not sure exactly
what she posted, but I recall feeling like there was something sort of odd about the public
broadcast of what was not an embarrassingly private message, but was nonetheless a
message private in nature. In other words, I was the only intended recipient. It felt a bit
like I was standing with a friend in a crowded library and she was yelling instead of
whispering to me and everyone could hear. But I also recollect feeling some of the
privilege of inclusion I had missed in seventh grade. I had friends. And more than that, I
had a friend who wanted other people to know I was her friend. It was not enough for her
to just quietly communicate with me via email or phone or even in-person. She wanted
the collective Facebook community to see our connection, to get that we were close. She
wanted our friendship on display. It felt great.
There is something strange about it, though. We like to pretend it’s not. We go
about this “wall communication” with a kind of nonchalance like New Yorkers on a
subway, pretending we’re not all crammed against each other, our lives exposed to each
other. We purposefully display ourselves—not just friendships, but our likes, our dislikes,
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our thoughts, our family photos—and pretend like we don’t do it for any reason other
than for our “friends” to see. It isn’t like writing a column in the newspaper, where the
very premise, that the writer is speaking to a wide audience, is acknowledged as a matter
of course. Instead those who engage in this form of public communication are speaking
to a wide audience, but pretending to speak to one.
My stepmom calls it “creepy.” She refuses to join Facebook, even compares
posting on it to sending out mass holiday newsletters bragging about your family’s
accomplishments over the past year. She has a point. But acknowledging that point is
dangerous, because as soon as we admit that the whole thing is designed to display
ourselves, to show off our virtues, to advertise our associations, than we admit we’re vain
and narcissistic. It’s a necessary cognitive dissonance, to know we’re putting on a show
but to believe it’s for any reason but. We want to display ourselves! But we want to do it
under the guise of something like an innocent desire to reconnect with old friends.
Of course Facebook does allow us to reconnect and stay connected, but public
communication is not a necessary portion of that. I could just as easily maintain a
friendship through private Facebook messages or emails as I could by writing on a
friend’s public wall. And in the latter case, the communication would surely have the
intimacy that private communication affords. It’s hard to deny that something else is at
work.
The truth is, I don’t want to reconnect with old friends. Not many of them,
anyway. That’s why we’re unconnected in the first place. If I had liked them so much, I
would have stayed in touch. I like seeing what they’re doing now and comparing their
lives to my own. Denise Hess from high school got fat? Good, I never liked her anyway.
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Evan Nilson never went to college and still lives in our old hometown? Guess being in
the Custard Crew doesn’t take you that far after all. That’s about as much use as I have
for the reconnecting aspect of Facebook—a few passing, pick-me-up glances through the
photo albums of my former friends.
Further, the relationships I share with those I am already connected with—my
“real life friends”—aren’t particularly enriched by this open letter-style of
communication. If anything, it cheapens those friendships by using them as tools for selfdisplay. These erosions are not severe, and in many ways we probably take them for
granted, but there is a value to building a relationship that exists privately between two
people and is not made for public consumption. I can’t help but feel that a bit of the
magic of intimacy is lost when it is shared with others in the style of Megg and Keith.
A year ago, one of my best friends, Mere, broke up with her boyfriend, Derek,
with whom I am also quite close. They had been together for years and all of our friends
were pretty much just waiting for them to get engaged. Their break-up was shocking for
all who knew them, and apparently for Derek as well, who, for months after, tearfully
puzzled over the split with me. She had stopped taking his calls and any chance for a
reconciliation seemed to have passed, leaving him devastated. One night, I was up late
browsing the internet and logged into Facebook. There on my newsfeed I saw a post from
Derek to Mere. It said “I love and miss you tremendously.”
Reading it, I felt a knee-jerk jolt of disapproval, like seeing a couple fondling on
the sidewalk. It was… wrong. You just don’t display that kind of thing on Facebook. I
was embarrassed for both of them. But what was strange was that I disapproved not just
because it was somewhat airing their dirty laundry—or at least publicly acknowledging
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the break-up—but because it was painfully real. His emotion, his sincerity. He meant it.
He was making himself vulnerable in a way you’re just not supposed to on Facebook. He
was crying in public. I don’t know what caused him to post his thoughts to Facebook, but
seeing them blinking on my newsfeed, I got the feeling that there was no public agenda.
Maybe he was just scrolling through his friends, saw her picture, and just wanted to tell
her how he felt. Maybe he didn’t care who saw. Perhaps it wasn’t for the benefit of others
to see, but in spite of the fact that they’d see.
She never responded—at least not on Facebook. I was glad, too. Some things
aren’t anyone’s business.
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MANUFACTURING AWE
Like millions of other Americans, in October 2012, I watched Hurricane Sandy
blow ashore over the internet. I don’t have cable television, but, even if I did, I prefer to
crowd-source my news through social networks like Facebook and Twitter. They’re
faster, more diverse, and, as a Jersey native living in Memphis, connected to people back
home.
The hurricane watch began hours before the storm actually hit through friends’
Facebook posts about their pre-storm preparations. I saw pictures of sandbags, lines of
traffic, and more empty grocery shelves than I could count. There was a feverish glee to it
all. New Jerseyans don’t get a lot of inclement weather. We have an occasional nor’easter
that dumps a few inches, maybe a foot, but that’s about it. Hurricanes are high dramas
generally reserved for Florida, the Gulf Coast, and the Outer Banks of North Carolina.
Everyone knew the storm would be a bust like all the others—Floyd, Charley, Ivan,
Irene—and downgrade to a tropical storm or shift and miss New Jersey. But it was fun to
pretend.
However, as the storm inched closer, the weathermen’s doomsday predictions of
the “perfect storm”—the hurricane veering left toward the Jersey coast and meeting a
cold front pushing down from Canada, creating a so-called “superstorm”—began to come
true. My mom, back in South Jersey, who had been rolling her eyes at the hype, made a
last minute run to the store. My stepfather dug trenches in front of the garage as the first
of the rain began to fall. On Facebook, the giddy snow-day enthusiasm of that morning
evolved into a somber sense of dread by the late afternoon. Many echoed Governor
Christie’s warning to evacuate the coast—“don’t be stupid,” he’d said in his typical no-
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nonsense fashion—and some posted pictures of water pooling on their streets and in their
front yards as the blurry edges of Sandy began to be felt. “This is the real thing, guys,” a
friend tweeted. Before the storm even hit, most of the coast was saturated, with barrier
islands like LBI and Brigantine already under several feet of water.
I got home that evening around the same time Hurricane Sandy was making
landfall in Atlantic City. By then, most people I knew had lost power. Some posted status
updates from their cell phones reporting this—“there goes the power,” they all seemed to
say—and many commented on how loud the wind roared, how furious it rained. I could
imagine them all up there in the dark, the shutters on their homes clacking as they sat
around kitchen tables with bottles of wine and candles and their glowing iPhones. Like
me, they were pushing refresh on their Facebooks and Twitters, searching the internet for
news from the islands, the shores, Hoboken, and New York City, which soon enough was
also in the dark.
That’s when the shark appeared.
A picture posted by Brigantine resident Kevin McCarty went viral. It showed the
flood waters around his island home several feet deep, and in them, swimming just beside
his porch, a shark. In the late night hours as Sandy charged north, the picture was
everywhere—all over Facebook, on Twitter, even some local news outlets reported on it.
When I saw it, I yelled to my roommate, a Northern California guy who so far had only
shrugged his shoulders about the storm. “Holy shit,” he said when he saw it. I nodded
sagely. Yep, it was that bad.
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Of course now we all know it was bad. Very bad. Hurricane Sandy devastated the
New Jersey coast, New York City, and Long Island, damaging property as far north as
Canada, and killing over a hundred people. Thousands were left homeless. The storm is
estimated to have caused over $50 billion in damages, making it the second-costliest
Atlantic hurricane ever—behind only Katrina. Even as I write this nearly a week later,
people are still without power.
What we also know is that there weren’t sharks in the water, at least not that
Kevin McCarty saw. The photo was a fake—the shark photoshopped into it by McCarty
himself.
It wasn’t the only fake photo either. Dozens of fakes were traded around the web
as Hurricane Sandy passed across land. Many of these were your standard parody photos,
like Godzilla lumbering ashore amidst the waves on a Jersey beach. Others, though, like
the shark photo, were counterfeit captures posing as the real things. Some were recycled
photos from other storms, like people swimming through floodwaters during Hurricane
Katrina or last year’s Japanese tsunami. Others were stills from movies, such as the one
that showed hurricane clouds forming over the Statue of Liberty that was ripped from the
blockbuster film, “The Day After Tomorrow.” A loose seal from Dublin was passed off
as having washed free from the Bronx Zoo. The guardsmen at the Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier were shown standing guard during the hurricane, when in fact the photo was
taken a month before in a routine rainstorm.
It is an odd experience watching a disaster play out on the monitor of your
computer. The oddness is compounded when part of what you are reacting to is in fact
not even the disaster. What is it that compels people to create these fake photos? Is it
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simply the fun or fame that comes attached with duping the public or is there a deeper
motivation?
I don’t pretend that these photoshoppers were all operating with the same
motives. It stands to reason that because two such markedly different kinds of photos
were created—the parody photos and the counterfeit shots—each might be compelled by
different reasons. The obvious explanation that anyone would create a disaster fake is to
achieve some nominal level of fame if the photo goes viral. This is especially true with
funny fakes. The whole notion is not to fool anyone into believing that Godzilla is
emerging from the sea, but to parody the situation.
The internet is a battleground between truth and parody. As quickly as one is
born, the other is spawned. Look at this past year’s second presidential debate. Within
minutes of Romney’s now-infamous debate “binders full of women” comment, a
Facebook page was created in its honor. The “Binders Full of Women” page reached
90,000 fans within the first hour. This meme-culture is organized around and exists on
the basis of ironic distance. How quickly can an experience become a joke, a parody, a
mockery? It is a race to move past the substance of an experience and find the ironic
humor. In the case of the Godzilla fake, the point of the photo was to say: oh my god,
Sandy is a monster! It was a response to the media-driven hype that for days competed to
label the hurricane with foreboding monikers like “Frankenstorm.” Like the other funny
fakes, it was designed mock its content, amuse its consumers, and achieve meme-hood.
I’m more perplexed by the second type of fake photo, the counterfeit. Perhaps the
overarching motivation is to be equally internet famous (as the parody-creators), but it is
carried out in a dramatically different way. While the first creator seeks to act as a
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comedian, the second serves as a type of news reporter. These photos are designed to be
believed as actual evidence of the storm, to heighten the feel of the event. In that way,
they are developing new truths for the consumers.
Photoshoppers were given the chance to post these counterfeits and develop these
false-truths because of the way the storm progressed and the way some people get their
news. As with any natural disaster, it is from the worst hit places that the news is slowest.
Power is knocked out, people are evacuated, even the most diehard tweeters aren’t
always able to post an update. Not to mention it was dark and little could be seen. There
was little or no evidence of the magnitude of the storm. It could be as horrible as our
wildest imaginations. This was the breeding ground for fake photos. And, to be sure, this
was when their proliferation reached a fever pitch, a fact noted by Alexis Madrigal at The
Atlantic, who set about separating the reals from the fakes during the height of the storm.
For a while, before everyone knew the photoshopped pictures were fake—as long
as it was possible they were real—they added to the drama of the whole event. They
served as digital rumors in a sense. As the hurricane progressed and more of these photos
were disseminated online, we all clamored to see the horror. It was reminiscent of the
scene in Don DeLillo’s White Noise after everyone has been evacuated following an
airborne toxic event and is staying in shelters outside of town. The main character, Jack,
wanders outside. He narrates:
The toxic event had released a spirit of imagination. People
spun tales, others listened spellbound. There was a growing
respect for the vivid rumor, the most chilling tale. We were
no closer to believing or disbelieving a given story than we
had been earlier. But there was a greater appreciation now.
We began to marvel at our own ability to manufacture awe.
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The kinds of stories they exchange include dead elected officials, dead looters,
dead babies. UFOs, plane crashes, firefights. Horrible drama. This is the substance of
rumors in the space between an event and our knowledge of it. People don’t spin tales of
ordinary loss; they build monuments to horror, imagine the worst case scenario and then
sensationalize even that.
What is most notable to me about the counterfeit Sandy photos is how dramatic
they are. They are not simply standard grade flood photos passed off as Hurricane Sandy
ones. They are a storm plus something. Storm plus shark. Storm plus Statue of Liberty.
Storm plus national monument. Like the rumors of the airborne toxic event, these photos
intensify what is already intense. They manufacture awe.
Implicit in each of these fakes is that the storm is not enough—not enough to
horrify, to awe, to amaze. And further implicit—and perhaps redemptive—is that we
want to feel these emotions.
One remarkable aspect of humans is that we possess a sense of morality. Setting
aside sociopaths and other mental deviants, people in general understand what is
expected of us, what is right in a given situation. This does not mean that our emotions or
behavior always align with this sense of decency, but we nonetheless recognize it. Most
people realize that the correct response when seeing photos of a natural disaster where
people will likely be killed or at least displaced is empathy—or horror, despair, shock,
whatever. Some version of this-is-terrible. But this feeling is difficult to summon.
We’ve all seen storms before. We’ve seen hurricanes, tornadoes, blizzards,
lightning storms, hell, we’ve even seen dust storms. In our increasingly media-saturated
culture, these natural disasters have lost their inherent power to shock the passive
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observer. Water pouring into houses, rivers running down streets. Been there, done that.
People who observe this type of footage—which is to say nearly everyone in the first
world—grow numb to its effects. However, I don’t think people want to be.
Therein lies the rub. After we have all seen so much of this kind of footage and
grown desensitized to it, how do we go about summoning the “correct” feelings of
horror? We can either fake these emotions or we can manufacture them—by upping the
ante and finding new ways to inspire what we recognize as the appropriate response.
Hence, people photoshop sharks into the water.
Why sharks? Because they’re sharks! Woven deep into the folklore of our culture
is a fear of sharks, a trepidation of what’s in the water. Poke that triangular fin above the
waves, cue the Jaws music, and we all know the emotion it’s meant to evoke. Pair this
with a storm and suddenly the destructive power of the storm surge has, quite literally,
teeth. Not only are homes under water, the tide running down Ocean Avenue, but there
looms an even greater danger that we can’t see. Backyards aren’t just submerged; they
are tidal pools where your leg could be bitten off. The wild of the ocean has merged with
our civilization. That’s how bad it is. What photoshopping the shark in the water has
done for us is let us understand the danger that is already present without the sharks. It
has provided people with an image to conjure and, with it, appropriate empathy.
And don’t we all do this anyway? At least on some level? A near-collision is
more dramatic if the car came inches—not feet—from hitting us. The guy on the stoop
who creeped us out by leering is even creepier in the retelling if he also said something
suggestive. I once found myself telling someone up north about the surge of tornadoes
that blew through the South in April of 2010 and how the tornado sirens sounded nearly
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daily. He looked unimpressed. “You haven’t lived in the South until you’ve seen a
tornado out your window,” I added casually. His eyebrows shot up. What the hell was
that? I’d never seen a tornado! The lie tumbled out my mouth before I even realized it.
My point was: what I’m telling you is a really big deal and you don’t seem to realize it.
The storm photos are doing the same thing in a way—they’re shaking us awake, making
us feel.

As Tuesday, the day-after-the-hurricane, dawned and the light began to show
upon the devastation left by Hurricane Sandy, the flow of fake photos slowed to a halt.
The Atlantic’s Madrigal chalked this up to the fact that, by then, actual Sandy photos
existed and the supply met the demand. She wrote, “Once there were real storm photos,
people were more than happy to post those.” She’s right—in a way. It was not when the
real storm photos were published that the fakes stopped; it was when the real ones began
to match the awesomeness of the fakes. The sight of the PATH subway station in
Hoboken filling with water, the impossibly flooded-yet-burned Breezy Point in Queens,
the Seaside boardwalk rollercoaster standing in the sea. The demand was not just for
storm photos; it was for awe-inducing storm photos. We needed to feel something. That
demand was met.
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CAPTURED
For a long time, there was just this: tangled, rotting swaths of flesh washed up on
beaches. Sometimes a tentacle, other times no one could tell. Sucker marks, like cigarette
burns, along the bodies of sperm whales. And rumors that there was something beneath
the waves.

At ten, I remember bending over my tiny desk and peering down at a page in my
social studies book. There was an illustration of Native Americans, though back then we
were still calling them Indians. I stared at that image, the war paint and feathered
headdresses and bare skin, and searched. Searched for some trace of me, of people as I
knew them, a glimmer of recognition in the eyes of the natives. Some sign that those
people became my people.

On January 7, 2013, for the first time ever, the world got to swim with a giant
squid.
Footage of the elusive Architeuthis, shot by an expedition team off the coast of
Chichi Island in the North Pacific, was released to the world. It represented the very first
video of a giant squid live in its natural habitat—over two-thousand feet below the
surface, far deeper than man can swim. Within an hour of its release, the internet was
abuzz with the news, the video went viral, and #giantsquid was trending on Twitter.

Almost five years earlier, fly-over cameras captured an indigenous tribe living
deep in the Amazon on the Peru-Brazil border. On May 30, 2008, the images were
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released, to the astonishment of the world. Newspapers across the globe printed the
pictures, proclaiming them evidence of a “lost tribe” and “uncontacted peoples.” On the
day of their release, writer and producer Nar Williams chose one of the images as the
“photo of the week” on his popular blog, narwilliams.com.

With the click of a mouse, I can move from one image to the next. From the
jungle of South America to the Pacific Ocean. My natural instinct is to say deep in the
jungle of South America. Deep in the Pacific Ocean.

For centuries, the giant squid—or the idea of the giant squid—lived only as
folklore. The Bible tells of “a dragon in the sea” and, in The Odyssey, Homer describes a
seafaring creature called the Scylla. Of it, he writes, “She has twelve legs, all writhing,
dangling down, and six long, swaying necks, a hideous head on each…” Legends of a
beast that terrorized Norwegian sailors and overturned their ships were passed down for
centuries. The sailors dubbed the monster “Kracken,” meaning a tree with long roots, and
described how it would wrap its monstrous tentacles around the belly of the ship, rocking
it back and forth and pitching men to the sea, before dragging the ship beneath the waves.

For thousands of years, humans clustered in tribes and lived off the land as
hunters and gatherers. As we know, over time, societies modernized. We developed the
wheel, formed languages, erected buildings, wrote constitutions, sonnets, essays. We
industrialized. Our connection to a tribal way of life has largely been reduced to white-
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washed tales of Pocahontas and games of cowboys-and-indians. We move forward, we
tell ourselves.

Alfred Lord Tennyson’s 1830 poem, “The Kracken,” reads:
Below the thunders of the upper deep;
Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea,
His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep
The Kraken sleepeth…
Twenty-one years later, in Moby Dick, Herman Melville describes a sailor who is witness
to “a vast, pulpy mess” with “innumerable long arms radiating from its centre, and
curling and twisting like a nest of anacondas.” In 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Jules
Verne depicts a battle between a submarine and a giant squid. He called it, “a terrible
monster worthy of all the legends about such creatures.” The legend of the Kracken grew.

In the 16th century, Portuguese explorers set out for the New World in search of
cinnamon and El Dorado, the fabled city of gold. Little was known about the land, but
the men dreamed of all they could pillage, all they could plunder.

Danish scientist Japetus Steenstrup may have been the original teuthologist, or
giant squid expert. In the mid-1800s, he became obsessed with proving the creatures—
long written off as mythological—were indeed real. He pored over the little evidence he
could gather until he found an account from the 1540s about a strange beast that was
caught in the Oresund Strait. Its corpse was dried and preserved and brought to the King
of Denmark who declared it “a rarity and wonder.” In an original sketch, the beast
resembled a giant squid.
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When the Portuguese explorers arrived in Brazil in April 1500, they found a dense
and bountiful jungle teeming with resources. They also found indigenous, semi-nomadic
tribes living among this paradise of riches. The people’s way of life was primitive and
foreign to the explorers. They lived on the banks of the rivers and subsisted on hunting,
gathering, and migrant agriculture. Like the native people of North America, the
indigenous were designated as “Indians,” a reference to Christopher Columbus’ mistaken
belief that he had reached the East Indies when he arrived in the New World. The
Europeans saw the Indians as noble savages and viewed their practices of tribal warfare
and cannibalism as proof that the Portuguese should “civilize” them.

At a lecture in 1854, Steenstrup was triumphant. He held up a glass jar to the
audience. Inside, he declared, were the jaws of a giant squid he had retrieved off the coast
of Iceland. Architeuthis, he named it. Ruling squid.

Just as the Spanish had to North America, the Portuguese brought disease to
South America. Measles, smallpox, tuberculosis, influenza. Diseases for which the
Indians had no immunity. Diseases which spread through the tribes and along their trade
routes like so many wild fires. Diseases which wiped out entire indigenous tribes who
had never even come into contact with the Europeans, who didn’t know what had hit
them.
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In his 1999 book, The Search for the Giant Squid, Richard Ellis wrote that
Steenstrup’s presentation of the jaws of the giant squid marked “the official passage of
the giant squid from the realm of fable into scientific literature.” However, despite
Steenstrup’s claims, the scientific community was not ready to believe him. Many wrote
off his discovery as a fabrication. Big Foot does not cease to be a myth merely because
you claim to have his teeth in a jar.

In the early years after the Portuguese settlers had come to Brazil, relations were
peaceful between them and the Indians. Miscegenation was common and entire
generations of mixed-race people were born who assimilated to the European lifestyle.
However, as the prospect of profit from Brazilian sugar cane became apparent to the
Portuguese, they turned to the remaining indigenous for use as slaves.

In 1873, a fisherman saw a creature floating on the ocean’s surface off the coast
of Newfoundland. He approached it, timid but curious. Reaching out, he stuck it with a
hook. The animal, still alive, flailed in the surf and lashed out at him. The fisherman
retreated, fetched an axe, and went back to the animal. Afterward he returned to shore
dragging a 19-foot tentacle from a giant squid. The appendage was placed in a museum in
St. John’s, Newfoundland. Then even the most ardent skeptic was forced to admit the
Kracken was real.

The indigenous people of Brazil proved difficult slaves. They were elusive and
hard to capture, disappearing by foot into the thick of the jungle. Those who remained
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continued to die off from European-imported diseases. This coupled with an increasing
African slave trade encouraged the Portuguese settlers to start importing slaves from
Africa. However, Indians continued to serve as slaves as late as 1755 when the practice
was finally abolished by the government. By 1800, the population of Brazil had reached
approximately 3.25 million, of which only 250,000 were indigenous people.

Despite the scientific community’s acceptance that the giant squid was indeed no
fantasy, there was still no credible report of anyone actually seeing a live one. In 1934,
two wealthy Americans, Charles William Beebe and Otis Barton used $12,000 of their
own money to design a hollow steel ball with two peepholes, which they called
“bathysphere” for the Greek word for depth. The vessel was tethered to a ship with a
cable where it was pulled, allowing the men unparalleled views of the ocean’s depths. If
the cable snapped, the men had no safety net, nothing to keep them from sinking to the
seabed. One day, near Bermuda, the pair let the bathysphere out a little further than usual,
dropping it deeper and deeper, to 3,028 feet—far deeper than anyone had ever gone
before. Peering out the peepholes at the unimaginable, murky depths, Beebe spotted
something. It was at least twenty-feet long, moving with an unusual grace. “A large,
living creature,” he described later. Just a flash, then it was gone.

The 19th century brought war to the indigenous people. Sometimes tribes like the
Tamoio Confederation fought the Portuguese by way of siding with Portugal’s enemies,
such as the French. Other times, the Indians allied themselves with the Portuguese in
order to fight enemy tribes. In various instances, the New Brazilian villagers used
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smallpox as a biological weapon. This happened in times of both war and peace, as an
effort by the settlers to exterminate the Indians. The most famous case happen in Caxias,
where local farmers who wanted to expand their farms for cattle grazing gave clothing
owned by ill villagers to the Timbira tribe. The entire tribe was infected and nearly all
succumbed to the disease. Whether through disease or war or a little of both, the
indigenous people of Brazil were dying off, disappearing, fading into the fabric of myth.

As more and more aquatic creatures were catalogued, interest in spotting a live
giant squid grew. In the mid-1960s, Frederick Aldrich, a marine biologist from Canada,
formed the first official “squid squad.” He distributed posters all around Newfoundland
with a hand-drawn illustration of a giant squid—as no one had yet studied, much less
photographed an intact one. On the poster Aldrich printed the words “WANTED: DEAD
OR ALIVE.” Despite his efforts, Aldrich was unable to locate a single giant squid, living
or otherwise.

The Amazon was ground zero for economic boom in the 1840s. The process for
vulcanizing rubber had been developed and worldwide demand for the product
skyrocketed. Brazil was lousy with rubber trees. Thousands of rubber tappers came there
to work the plantations, stripping the land of the resource. The rubber barons rounded up
the natives and forced them to work. Gross human rights abuses were rampant and many
say the treatment of the Indians fell nothing short of a massacre. One plantation started
with 50,000 Indians and, by the time the abuse was discovered, only 8,000 remained. In
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some areas, 90% of the already-minute indigenous population was wiped out. Those that
remained retreated further into the jungle.

Squid squad leader Bruce Robinson nearly caught Architeuthis in 1980. Out on
the ocean, the squid squad leader had been trawling with a net at nearly 2,000 feet. He
pulled the steel net up, its steel jaws snapping shut. When it surfaced, he discovered the
tentacle of a giant squid had been caught in the bars and torn off, leaving twelve feet of it
behind. He was elated and distraught, having come so close to the beast. After he
retrieved the tentacle, he couldn’t resist but take a bite of the raw, rubbery flesh. “How
could I not?” he said.

In the twentieth century, the Brazilian Government established its first indigenous
reservations. After years of abuse, it hoped to establish friendly communication with the
Indians and assimilate them into modern society. To an extent, it worked. Many
indigenous people chose to leave their traditional lifestyle and embrace a life of
industrialization. However, those who did merge with mainstream Brazilian society
found they occupied the lowest economic stations in society, living in poverty, neither a
part of tribal life, nor really assimilated into the so-called modern world. They were
orphans, people without a home.

More and more squid hunters began to track Architeuthis. The more time that
went by without anyone finding a giant squid, the higher the stakes were. Marine
biologists like Clyde Roper and Steve O’Shea devoted huge chunks of their careers to the
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pursuit, the latter becoming nearly obsessed with the creature. In the 1990s, Roper
decided to take a different tack to hunting the animal, hoping it would give him a
competitive edge over the other teuthologists. He and his research team paddled out to
sea in inflatable kayaks in search of a different animal: sperm whales—the only animal
known to prey on giant squids. His idea was to attach “crittercams”—specialized
underwater cameras—to the bodies of the whales. A bold endeavor. For years his squid
squad painstakingly carried out this task, from the frigid North Atlantic to the balmy
South Pacific. But the crittercams didn’t catch sight of so much as one tentacle.

By 1967, word of the mistreatment of indigenous people began to trickle into
Brazil’s urban centers. The government launched an investigation into the Servico de
Protecao aos Indios (SPI), the federal agency charged with protecting Indians and
preserving their culture. The investigation found that the SPI was corrupt and failing in
its most basic functions to protect the indigenous. The Ministry of the Interior issued a
scathing 5,000 page report cataloguing atrocities including slavery, rape, torture, and
genocide. It was even alleged that agency officials conspired with land speculators and
actively participating in the intentional and systematic slaughter of the remaining
indigenous people. Pushed even into the deepest corners of the jungles, onto the tiniest
stamp-spaces of reservation land, they still weren’t safe.

The frustrating elusiveness of Architeuthis intensified the competition between
international squid squads. Everyone wanted to be the one to find him, to be the first to
find him. They worked tireless hours in every ocean on the globe, diving and netting and
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scouring the sea for any trace of the legendary Kracken. Many hunters worked in secret,
not daring to reveal their methods to one another, afraid another would capitalize. O’Shea
said, “A lot of these people are vicious. They want you to fail so they can be first.” For
the hunters, finding a giant squid was not a matter of if, but when.

In the late 1960s, the Brazilian military took control of the government and, for
the next two decades, the country was controlled by a series of generals. Desperate to
become one of the leading world economies, the government pushed for Amazon
resource-exploitation. It sent loggers and drillers and miners deep into the jungle. A
trans-amazonion highway was constructed across the Amazon basin and inaugurated in
1972. Its development came at the expense of thousands of square miles of forest, many
of which were acres set aside for reservations. Deforestation led to flooding on the
reservations and the ensuing traffic brought more diseases to the Indians. The motto of
the government during this time was “Brazil, the Country of the Future.”

In 1997, Steve O’Shea got his hands on the holy grail: the corpse of a baby giant
squid. The animal was found beached and dead by fishermen off the coast of New
Zealand and would be the first of many corpses O’Shea would collect, study, obsess over.
Architeuthis was extraordinary. It had two gigantic eyes, a mouth like a parrot’s beak but
as sharp as a bolt-cutter, and a tongue covered in tiny razor teeth. The squid’s eight arms
stretched outward from a head like a torpedo, each arm covered in hundreds of suckers
ringed with sharp teeth. Two of its tentacles were especially long and clubbed. Near the
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giant squid’s head was a funnel for shooting out clouds of black ink. It was grotesque; it
was exquisite. But it wasn’t yet the real thing: it wasn’t a live one.

By 1987, the Brazilian government recognized that contact with the few
remaining indigenous people was horribly destructive. The Indians continued to die at
alarming rates due to their unassimilated immune systems and the contact devastated
their social order, tearing families apart, and wreaking havoc on their ancient culture. At
last, the government adopted a policy of zero contact. Give them their land, they said.
Give them their way of life.

During a month-long squid expedition in 2001, O’Shea caught a cluster of
paralarval giant squids in his nets. Babies. Live ones. He ran to the deck, jubilant, but by
the time he got there, they had all died. He was so distraught that he climbed into the
tank, in tears, and retrieved their tiny corpses himself. They were the size of crickets.
Tiny replicas of the great Architeuthis. Dead in his hands.

Since the 1980s, the Amazon Rainforest has been viewed as the hope for our
planet. It’s all in there: alternative fuels, diamonds, sapphires, healing crystals, the cure
for cancer, the fountain of youth. That’s what we say. We are all explorers, searching for
El Dorado, the city of gold. And so the Rainforest is mined, stripped, plundered.

So, too, are the oceans. The search for oil and other resources has pushed
exploration deeper into the sea. Bottom-trawling fishing technologies are plumbing the

127

depths of the ocean, “raping the seabed,” as O’Shea puts it. The practices are destroying
the ecosystem of the ocean and threatening the existence of millions of species. By way
of example, Roper explains, “Orange roughy spawn in coral forests on the edge of
seamounts, where soft and hard corals grow to thirty-five feet. And along come the trawls
and they essentially clear-cut everything. They’ve got gigantic rollers and they just wipe
out the forests.” These trawl nets are killing the squids, too. Their fragile, free-floating
egg masses are scooped up and destroyed in the nets. Millions of tiny paralarval, scooped
up and destroyed. Architeuthis, even before it is truly discovered, is under attack.

Despite laws against trespassing on Indian reservations, loggers are pushing into
these areas, chasing profits, and threatening the last of the indigenous people. Loggers
have declared an all-out war on the Indians. As part of their campaign to force the
indigenous from their land, loggers have shot at the tribes, destroyed their homes, and, in
one case, captured an eight-year old girl, tied her to a tree, and set her on fire.

Deep-sea oil exploration has aided scientific research by pouring millions of
dollars into developing technology that can go deeper, further, longer. It’s an ironic twist:
those that are destroying the ocean are helping biologists to better understand it. Squid
hunters have been making the most of these advances, using them to help comb the
bottoms of the oceans in search of the Kracken. They see their quest not as mining the
sea, but searching for knowledge. They are in a race with each other as well as the oil and
fishing industries. As fast as they can reach the bottom of the sea, it is raked over, ruined.
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Despite Brazil’s official position of leaving the indigenous people alone,
violations in the name of resource-mining have continued in the Amazon. As a result, a
charitable organization, Survival International, has stepped in to try to protect the
indigenous people. Funded entirely by the public, the group operates all over the world in
an effort to increase awareness of and protection for indigenous people. The group has
distributed leaflets in the Amazon and published information about the tribes in an effort
to better educate the public. Their website reads, “uncontacted groups are teetering on the
edge of extinction with no more than a handful of individuals left… The uncontacted
peoples of Brazil must be protected and their land rights recognized before they, along
with the forest they depend on, vanish forever.”

By the dawn of the new millennium, the giant squid remained one of the few
known creatures to have never been photographed alive—in captivity or its natural
habitat. Ellis described it as “the most elusive image in natural history.” Despite the fact
that the scientific community had accepted its existence for well over a century and squid
squads had been on the hunt for one since the 1960s, no one could capture an image of it
until January 15, 2002, mere months after O’Shea’s paralarval squids had slipped through
his fingers. On Goshiki Beach in Japan, a giant squid rose up to unusually shallow depths
where it was captured. By giant squid standards, the animal was relatively small,
measuring a mere 6.6 feet in mantle length and thirteen feet in total length. But the
discovery was huge. The beast was hauled to the surface and tied to a quay where it was
photographed. While the image was on its way to marine biologist Koutarou Tsuchiya of
the Tokyo University of Fisheries for identification, the giant squid was left tethered to
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the quay overnight, where it died. Long after its death, the photograph lives on at the
National Science Museum of Japan.

Despite warnings from Survival International and Brazil’s Amazon Indian
Organization, illegal logging and mining in indigenous territory continued. Many brushed
off the warnings as rumors or tall-tales designed to keep them out of the Amazon. Cecilia
Quiroz, lead counsel of Peru’s oil and gas leasing agency said in July 2007, “It is like the
Loch Ness Monster. Everyone claims to have seen or heard about the uncontacted
peoples, but there is no proof.”

In Tennyson’s “Kracken,” he wrote:
There hath he lain for ages and will die
Battening upon huge sea-worms in his sleep,
Until the latter fire shall heat the deep;
Then once by man and angels to be seen,
In roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.

In response to the burgeoning number of indigenous-deniers and to shed light on
the problem of illegal logging, in 2008, Brazil’s Amazon Indian Organization made the
controversial decision to do flyovers of Indian reservations. Via plane, they captured the
first-known photographs of the indigenous people in their natural habitat. Released in
May 2008, the images showed small clusters of Indians, the men’s bodies painted alarm
red, the women’s night black. In several the indigenous people can scarcely been seen
amidst the dense forest or beside their thatched-roof huts. However, one particularly
stirring photograph captured three Indians in a clearing of the jungle--two men and a
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woman. The woman is hunched over slightly, her eyes fixed on the plane above, and the
two red-painted males stand readied with longbows in their hands, the arrows stretched
back across their naked bodies, the bamboo tips pointed straight toward the sky.

The giant squid’s elusiveness is only partially owed to the depths in which it
swims. It also has highly-developed brain and nerve fibers that are hundreds of times
thicker than humans’, allowing them to react in an instant to even the slightest stimuli. It
can sense something approaching long before most other creatures can. Further, its body
is covered in pigmented cells known as chromatophores, which enable them to change
colors to suit their surroundings. In response to encroachments, the giant squid can cloak
itself, shift from translucent silvers into deep blues, disappearing into the water.

Before Brazil’s Amazon Indian Organization took photographs, it did a flyover
merely to observe the state of the reservations. Those on board reported seeing the
indigenous people naked, their skin unmarked. When they returned several hours later to
take photographs, the tribe had transformed, with the women painted so dark they were
hardly visible and the men’s muscled bodies burning bright red from the crushed seeds of
the annatto shrub. Said Miriam Ross of Survival International, “Tribes in the Amazon
paint themselves for all kinds of different reasons—one of which includes when they feel
threatened.”

After the first photograph of the giant squid, many squid hunters dismissed its
importance, pointing out that it wasn’t in its natural habitat and positing that the squid
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was so close to the surface because it was dying. In this way, the image was toed up to
the line dividing images of live and dead squids. It hardly counted. The point was to
capture an image of one that was really alive—one in its natural depths.

After the images of the Indians were published, the world sure enough sat up and
took notice. But rather than outrage about the dangers posed by logging, the photographs
drew rampant fascination among the general public. They also sparked a debate among
non-experts, often appearing in the “comments” section of online publications, about
what should be “done about” the indigenous people. Said one reader, in a typical
response, “I think it is our responsibility to rescue them from the Stone Age and bring
them into modern times.”

On September 30, 2004, famed teuthologist Tsunemi Kubodera struck gold. For
two years he had worked with whale expert, Kyoichi Mori, and two other crew members
aboard a five-ton fishing boat. Using Mori’s vast knowledge of sperm whales, the group
traveled to a known sperm whale hunting ground six-hundred miles south of Tokyo. As
all teuthologists know, where sperm whales are hunting, there are likely to be giant
squids. The team dropped a 3,000-foot line into the water baited with squid and shrimp,
as well as a camera with a flash. They worked tirelessly, dropping the line and pulling it
back up, over and over again, before a giant squid finally attacked the lure. The hook
snagged its tentacle. For four hours the giant squid thrashed and fought before it broke
free, leaving behind an eighteen-foot tentacle and five-hundred of the first images ever
recorded of a giant squid in its natural habitat.
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Many myths began to circulate online about the indigenous tribe from the
photographs. Some said they were “lost”—an idea that suggested all of humanity
followed a natural path and these people had merely wandered off-course. Others, like
the online reader, claimed they were “stuck in the Stone Age”—as though, through some
cruel, metaphysical wrinkle, time had ceased to elapse for them. Every day was
Groundhog’s Day and every day they reinvented the wheel. And then was the theory that
the Indians had tried, but failed, to keep up with the modern world—a conceit that
presupposed that western culture is the apex of all we could ever hope to achieve and that
there was no other way of life. Few argued that this way of life was a choice on the part
of the Indians. Surely no one would choose that.

On September 27, 2005, Kubodera and Mori released their triumphant
photographs. The giant squid: captured at last—on film, with a hook, in its home.
National Geographic published the images under the headline: “Holy Squid! Photos
Offer First Glimpse of Live Deep-Sea Giant.” Squid-enthusiasts reacted with jubilation,
thrilled that the squid had finally joined the ranks of the photographed. Said Richard
Ellis, “I think it’s wonderful that we’ve finally got a picture of a living giant squid. I
thought it would only be a matter of time before someone got images of Architeuthis.” He
added, “The Japanese film finally breaks through and renders the statement ‘nobody had
ever seen a living giant squid’ inoperative.” Of course, for centuries people had claimed
to see a living giant squid. But now there was proof.
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Days after the photographs of the uncontacted Indians were made public, reports
in the media began to circulate that the images were fake. Not fake in the sense that the
people weren’t Indians, that they weren’t lifting their arrows out of fear or protection, not
even fake in the sense that they didn’t live in the jungles of the Amazon. Fake in that the
Indians had not been uncontacted—shut away from the world, undiscovered, preserved,
pure. The Brazilians had known about them before, and more importantly, had seen them
before. The photographs were nothing special. It was a hoax, the papers said. The public
was duped.

The squid hunters didn’t slow down. In fact, in the wake of Kubodera and Mori’s
photographs, teuthologists stepped up their efforts to find a giant squid. It was too late to
be the first to photograph Architeuthis, but not to be the first to video the species. In
November 2006, American explorer Scott Cassell led an expedition to the Sea of Cortez
in the hopes of filming a giant squid in its natural environment. Taking a page from
Clyde Roper’s book, the team attached a specially-designed underwater camera to the fin
of the less-elusive Humboldt squid, with the hopes that he would lead them to the
Kracken. The camera caught on film what was claimed to be a giant squid, with the
footage airing a year later on a History Channel program, Monster Quest: Giant Squid
Found. After the video’s release, many experts came forward to refute the validity of the
claim, arguing that the footage merely showed another Humboldt squid, not a giant. Scott
Cassell immediately distanced himself from the documentary, making a statement that he
had not verified the identity of the “very large squid in question.” The scientific
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community rejected the film as the first-ever video footage of Architeuthis; hunting
season was still open.

Backlash against the photographs of the uncontacted tribes did not quell public
fascination with the indigenous. People were astounded to learn that these tribes lived all
over the planet, sometimes within just a hundred miles of urban development. Close
enough for them to reach. Not long after the photos were published, tourists began to
flock to these remote areas, hoping to catch a glimpse of the natives. Glen Shepard,
Brazilian anthropologist, said tourists are riding boats down the river near the MashcoPiro tribe so that they can “get photos like they would a jaguar.”

Just two years after capturing the first photographs of a giant squid in the wild,
Tsunemi Kubodera was back out hunting on the open sea. Several hundred miles south of
Tokyo, near the Japanese Island Chichijima, not far from where he had seen one before,
Kubodera caught a female giant squid. Small by squid standards—just 11 feet long and
weighing in at 110 pounds—the animal was videoed by the team as it attacked the bait.
They pulled it aboard the research vessel, but, like others before it that have come to the
surface, it died almost immediately.

As soon as tourists began to hoof it to the jungle to spy uncontacted tribes of
Brazil, illegal tour companies were formed to aid them in their pursuit. In many places,
tour operators collude with police and other officials to offer sightings of these people.
These human safaris are considered by wealthy adventurers to be the ultimate vacation
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and they are willing to pay good money for the illicit escapades. Tour companies are
servicing the demand. Said one guide, contacted by a reporter posing as a would-be
tourist, “The uncontacted people have been sighted on the Madre de Dios River in Manu.
Let me know many days you want and I’ll suggest a tailor-made program for your party.”

In June 2012, Kubodera and O’Shea teamed up with crews funded by the
Discovery Channel and Japan’s public-broadcasting organization, NHK. Using a
specially-designed submersible and highly-sensitive HD camera, the crew tracked giant
squids on more than one hundred underwater missions, racking up over four hundred
hours beneath the surface. Using a jellyfish lure that mimics the bioluminescent displays
of the Atolla jellyfish, together with so-called “Medusa” video technology, which uses a
far-red light source invisible to most sea creatures, the team zeroed in on Architeuthis,
once again.

In June 2010, the Amazon Indian Organization conducted another investigation of
the indigenous, this time covertly photographing and videoing the indigenous people. The
photographs were published in 2011 on Survival International’s website and claimed to
offer never-before-seen detail of the uncontacted peoples. From the moment the footage
was published, thousands of people per minute were looking at the images. They aired
shortly thereafter on a “Jungle” episode of BBC’s “Human Planet” series. By 2011, the
photographs and footage had appeared in more than 1,000 media outlets and over 4.4
million people had watched the BBC’s program.
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In 2012, after over a month at sea and fifty-five dives in two submersibles, the
Kracken came into view. One day, 2066 feet below the surface near Chichi Island in the
North Pacific, Kubodera and O’Shea spotted him. The giant squid drifted into sight, its
tentacles pointed together like an arrow until it engulfed the lure—camera and all—and
then the tangle of arms opened up like a blossom. Afterward, the creature danced for the
squid hunters. Flashing from shimmering silver to deep cobalt, it shimmied as though
suspended in the water, its tentacles graceful and somehow, impossibly, beautiful. “I was
so thrilled when I saw it for the first time,” said Kubodera. “It was shining.” After
twenty-two minutes before the cameras, Architeuthis floated away, down deeper, to
depths once reserved only for its kind, away from the watchful eyes of Kubodera,
O’Shea, and the millions of people who would eventually stream him on their computers.

One image of the Indians, widely-disseminated, showed a man and woman, sitting
side-by-side, with children standing nearby. Their skin is dark, their hair long. The
picture is so zoomed-in, it appears like it was taken just a few feet away from the tribe.
Though the indigenous people are mostly-naked, they have all, somehow, struck poses of
modesty. Her legs are crossed. His hand is dangled between his legs. The children,
wearing only bands around their stomachs, are turned away or shadows have fallen across
their bodies. In this way, it is like an image from a text book, loyal to the truth of their
culture, but fit for publication. In the picture, the indigenous man is staring in the
direction of the camera—perhaps he’s heard a noise or he senses a presence—but the
expression on his face is blank enough, you can read complicity into it.
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THIS IS NOT A PIPE
Susan Schaller worked as a sign language interpreter in Los Angeles in the 1970s.
Much of her time was spent in classrooms working with other instructors to aid them in
their teaching. One day she entered a reading skills class at a community college being
taught by another professor. All around the classroom, students were gesturing to one
another, making big motions with their hands that moved faster as they grew excited.
Susan noticed that off to the side stood a tall Mayan man who looked a little lost.
She turned to the instructor. “Who’s that guy?” she asked.
The teacher shrugged. “He was born deaf,” he explained. “His uncle brings him
here every day, but we don’t exactly know what to do with him.”
Susan approached the man and signed, Hello, my name is Susan. The man
watched her carefully, his dark eyes studying her hands and mouth. Then he lifted his
arms and signed back to her, Hello, my name is Susan. She shook her head. No, no, my
name is Susan. Again, he mimicked her greeting.
Around and around they went. Whatever she signed, he signed back to her. His
eyes were bright and curious, suggesting that he was eager to engage with her, but
nonetheless he continued to parrot her communication. If she signed cat, he said cat. The
conversation was an echo. It puzzled Susan, but then it suddenly occurred to her: my god,
this man has no language. What she was able to piece together was that for the past
twenty-seven years, the man, who she came to known as Ildefonso, had no idea that there
was sound and that people communicated that way. He saw mouths moving and watched
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people respond to one another, but he could never quite get the system. He learned only
the signs, the symbols, but not what they meant. He just assumed he was dumb.
Susan took upon herself to teach him. For weeks she tried to break the barrier
between them and teach him language. But even the most basic signs were lost on him.
He mimicked everything. She said later, “If I gave him the sign for standing up, he
thought I wanted him to stand up. And so I couldn’t have a conversation with him. And it
was the most frustrating thing I have ever done in my life.”
Eventually it occurred to her to try a different tact. Susan would later refer to it as
the single best idea she ever had. She ignored him. Instead of trying to teach Ildefonso,
she taught an invisible student. She stood in front of an empty chair, held up a picture of a
cat, and then signed cat. Next she would jump into the empty seat and make an
exaggerated “aha” response. I get it! And repeat. Over and over for days she acted out the
dual role of student and teacher. Ildefonso observed her with a mix of skepticism and
boredom, but failed to understand the lesson. Then one day something happened. As she
was continuing her pretend lesson between herself and the invisible student, she saw
Ildefonso shift in his chair. He stiffened his body, his posture upright and taut. Then,
Susan described, “he looked around the room as if he had just landed from Mars and it
was the first time he had ever seen anything.” He looked back to her intently, like a dog
who suddenly spies a ball in your hand, and slapped his hands down on the table. She
signed table. He gestured to the door and she signed door. He pointed to her. Susan, she
responded. And then he collapsed to the floor and began to weep.
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After that, life began for Ildefonso. Language offered to him a way of seeing and
understanding the world. Systemizing his experiences. He could communicate with
others, share with them, be one of them. He became a person.

In many ways, life as we know it began for humans through the same discovery—
that we can create and understand signs. We can communicate through representations, or
things that stand for something else. Language. Art. Music. These are all representations
of something else. That you can read these words on the page and recognize them as
words, as my thoughts, as me communicating to you. That Ildefonso could understand
that “Susan” was the name of the woman standing before him unlocking a mystery that
long alluded him. It is most what distinguishes humans from other animals. We can speak
in metaphor.
Philosophers have long regarded man as the “representational animal” or homo
symbolicum. We are the one creature in all the world that can create and manipulate
signs. Perhaps what’s most fascinating about this ability is the way we use it: to
understand reality. It is a strange paradox—that in order to grasp reality, we must replace
it with representation—but a necessary one. It is only through representations that we can
communicate our reality to each other. We feel heartbreak, so we seek to show another
the heartbreak we feel—through music or art or words. We don’t know exactly when
man first put a word to an object or when he painted a horse on the wall of a cave and our
earliest ancestors looked upon it and thought, yes, I know what that is. But we know that
it happened and that since then we have never stopped attempting to translate the world—
to represent our reality.
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This is the difficulty. As Richard Dyer explained in his book, The Matter of
Images: Essays on Representations, “Reality is always more extensive and complicated
than any system of representation can possibly comprehend, and we always sense that
this is so—representation never ‘gets’ reality, which is why human history has produced
so many different and changing ways of trying to get it.” Through representation, we seek
to communicate some sense of what is true. In humans’ endless quest to understand life,
we continue to distill and reduce it to new forms. In other words, the form changes, but
the goal never does.

Plato warned people against representations, specifically literature. It seems
almost laughable now, but he was afraid that the proliferation of artful representations
would lead us away from “real things.” He believed that we would grow too reliant on
representations, forgetting the reality they were meant to convey, and live instead inside a
world of illusions. He feared that the very act of attempting to understand reality would
diminish reality.
Despite Plato’s warnings, as we know, people continued to write and
representations continued to be the hallmark of humanity. Look around. Representations
are everywhere. We’re surrounded by them. Our walls are covered in pictures and
symbols that stand for something else, that remind us of some way that we see the world.
Our shelves are lined with books inside of which sentences after sentences endeavor to
explain what it is to be alive. I celebrate myself, and sing myself, Walt Whitman writes,
and we celebrate and sing with him. Out of speakers blare some version of reality:
moods, stories, simple refrains of love and longing. When Otis Redding croons, I’m
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sitting on the dock of the bay, watching the tide roll away…, we can close our eyes and be
there with him, hearing the gentle lap of the water against the worn and ancient wood
pilings. All around us is evidence of the most basic of human desires: to understand and
be understood.

The advent of photography in the early 19th century offered a major step forward
toward this goal. For the first time, our representations could be said to be actual copies
of real objects or beings. We didn’t have to approximate what something looked like—
there it was. This is me, we can say, or, This is where I was. They took the place of so
much explanation, so much approximation. They added precision to our descriptions.
They offered proof that events happened, even suggested that there is an objective reality.
But no matter how close they get to the “real thing,” photographers select what to capture
(and, most notably, what to leave out of the frame) and what angle to portray it. Light
illuminates and distorts subjects. Anyone who has explained away someone’s looks with
the words “It’s not a good picture, but…” knows that photographs cannot tell the whole
story. And, of course, where they most fail us is that can only offer still images in a world
that moves.
In 1878, English photographer Eadweard Muybridge sought to deal with the
shortcomings of still images. Using twenty-four cameras, he produced a series of
stereoscopic images of a galloping horse. To today’s high definition consumer, the
technology would be unimaginable. It required a viewer to look into a machine to see the
pictures which were separate prints attached to a drum that was turned by a handcrank.
Depending on how quickly the crank was turned, the pictures were shown at a variable
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speed of five to ten seconds per image. The horse didn’t gallop. In hiccupping jerks, it
paused mid-step, posturing as a speedy Thoroughbred. But with each hand-cranked
stride, the first motion picture was born. After that, humans didn’t experience reality the
same again.
There is no person alive today that was born before motion pictures were. We are
all, in varying degrees, children of the age of motion pictures. Our artful representations
can now move, a luxury never before available to even the most real representation. No
matter how much we could visualize Huck Finn and Jim floating down the Mississippi
thanks to the power of Mark Twain’s prose, videos allowed us to actually see entire
barges and cruise-liners slice through choppy blue waves on our televisions, computers,
and cell phones. The line between reality and representation never felt so blurry.

Now as never before, the world is at our fingertips. With the stroke of a key, we
can see footage of the primitive Mursi tribe of Ethiopia with painted faces and bare
breasts, rings embedded in their lips and ears to stretch out the skin, and quizzical looks
on their dark faces that remind us there is a camera pointed at them; we can gawk at the
thrilling nudity of celebrities fornicating in dim, uneven lighting, their lines unmemorized, their masks shifted enough to get a glimpse beneath; we can watch a
stranger—a man we will never know and never mourn—trip on a subway platform and
fall to his death before an oncoming train. We don’t need to leave our homes or imagine
the way things look or sound. It’s all right there. In fact, it doesn’t stop at our world. Type
“Mars” into your search browser and you can see the sun rise and set on our neighbor
planet.
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Through the ubiquity of videos, we as a culture have been taught that nothing
exists outside of our ability to experience it through film. We have good reason to think
this. The examples I listed above are a drop in the ocean of what is available to consume
through film. Search for anything on the internet. Anything. You may deal with
government censorship, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be found. Nearly any experience
you can imagine you can watch.
But our high-definition, digital, fast-moving representations require less and less
of our own participation to feel satisfied. Seeing something on film has begun to feel a bit
like experiencing it in person. We are a culture that talks about reality television around
the water cooler. I think the irony is lost on most people—that we are experiencing
second-hand approximations of reality. The line between a first person and third person
existence is razor thin. If only Plato could see us now.

What this tireless consumption of video and photographic images has fostered is a
gradually diminished need for full representations. We need only see a few details of a
scene—a pumpkin patch, a toddler, tall grownups in the foreground—to fill in the rest of
it. Patricia Hampl wrote in her essay, “The Dark Heart of Description:” “It is often
remarked that the advent of the movies and the ever faster pace of modern life have
conspired to make description a less essential part of prose narrative in our times. We
don’t need to be told what things look like—we are inundated with images, pictures,
moving or static. In this view, we need the opposite of the photographic quality so
beloved of nineteenth-century descriptive writing in which the landscape is rolled out
sentence after sentence, the interior of the room and the interior of the character’s mind

144

meticulously presented.” I would extend Hampl’s argument even further and suggest that
the proliferation of these images and the predictable narratives attached to them have
eliminated for many the necessity of context and character development.
Cinematographers rely on the déjà vu feeling of familiarity conjured up by certain
narrative templates—the viewer’s sense that they have seen it before.

Which begs the question, why consume these images at all? If they are merely
reinforcing clichés, what is it in for the viewer? The act of experience is not one of
action, but of consumption. The smaller we can make the world, the less awed we can
feel by what we turn our gaze on, the more experienced we are. As a result, we
increasingly accept representations that are thinner and more reductive because they
purport to offer us glimpses into situations we wouldn’t otherwise see. It is about the
accumulation of these visual experiences. In other words, people watch a reality TV show
like Everest: Beyond the Limit, a Discovery Channel series about climbers’ yearly
attempts to summit Mt. Everest because the show reveals a world unknown to most of us.
And suddenly Mt. Everest, previously only an abstract concept that represented to many
the idea of adventure, of risk, of an intrepidness of spirit beyond our own, becomes a real
place with real people whose struggles, while not factually similar, are just metaphors for
our own. We see ourselves in these struggles and in some small way the idea of climbing
Mt. Everest is no longer so removed from our understanding. The importance of the idea
of what we are seeing has begun to trump the representation of the experience.
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Historically we have looked to distillations as the guide for what makes for a
successful representation. Good art distills human experience. This is how we connect to
it, how an artist translates something of her experience to us and lets us share in what it
means to be alive. Though the artistic community has adopted the term distillation, it is
actually derived from the world of science and it bears some examination in order to
understand how we distinguish between successful and unsuccessful representations.
When we talk about distillation in the abstract sense, removed from physical
components, our sense of what it means to distill becomes fractured and confused. To
distill in this sense involves reducing something to its core. It’s an act of refinement.
Many misinterpret what that means to suggest that we pressurize an idea or experience to
extract a concentrated form of it, like the way a diamond is formed from coal. This is not
what it means to distill. Like the physical process, abstract distillations involve separating
out the components of something. However, unlike physical distillations, this is a process
of cutting the fat. We remove the superfluous, peripheral details—the components that
aren’t important—and seek out the kernels of truth inside of our ideas and experiences.
We find the heart of the matter.
As we continue to devour images and hone our ability to project on to them a
sense of meaning and context, we lose sight of the purpose and potential power of
representation. We fill in the gaps because our desire to experience is so great.

The other night I watched the 2011 Kevin Macdonald documentary, Life in a Day.
The film is made up of a variety of video clips shot by individuals all over the world on
July 24, 2010. These clips were chosen from 80,000 submitted for the film, which
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comprised 4,500 hours of footage from 192 countries. The 94 minutes and 53 seconds of
video to which the film was ultimately reduced depict people in all walks of life
participating in the day. This participation varies from the perfunctory, like a teenage boy
shaving, to the remarkable, such as a person skydiving from a plane.
As a concept, the documentary is ambitious and spectacular. What better way to
capture reality than offer thousands of glimpses of it from all over the planet? And by
giving equal billing to a child brushing his teeth and a man in the last stages of cancer,
Macdonald elevates every occurrence to an almost mythical level, suggesting there is no
human action too minute to escape significance. In fact, his message seems to be that all
of our behaviors are equally important by virtue of the fact that we do them. And that we
can recognize bits of ourselves and our own behaviors in clips of people a half a world
away. We are not so different, you and I, Life in a Day reminds us again and again.
Macdonald wants us to see the depth of our ability to love, our petty jealousies, our
despair, our tedium, our humor—that is, our humanity. The film seeks to serve as a
distillation of human life.
Ultimately—and perhaps fortunately—the film misses the mark. Made of these
snippets of human life, it becomes less than the sum of its parts. In attempting to give us
so much, Macdonald gives us nothing to latch on to. As Mike Hale of The New York
Times describes, “It’s a hard movie to engage with or even sit through, despite the fact
that much of the material is interesting in its own right… Given the chance to do
whatever they wanted, the filmmakers ended up with something resembling a sentimental
credit-card commercial stretched to feature length: a chronological pseudonarrative that
intersperses obvious montages—people getting out of bed, people making coffee—with
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more specific biographical passages and sets it all to a sugary, manipulative
soundtrack.” Indeed, the film suffers not because the footage isn’t lovely—it is—, but
because the filmmakers seem to be suggesting that these ninety minutes of footage offer a
definition of what it means to be human. It is a catch-all definition of humanity that
argues through saccharine-sweet close-ups and intimate moments (the kind where we’re
supposed to pretend that no one remembers they are filming or being filmed) that human
beings are all beautiful. It’s an easy ploy to ask your viewers—humans—to find other
humans beautiful. It relies on viewers not connecting with anyone, but projecting
themselves on to everyone. In this way, as Andrew Schenker from Slant Magazine
argues, “Only a few snippets escape the uncritical narcissism that the film celebrates.”
Though I suspect Schenker is referring to the narcissism of the people in the film, I
actually think that the film has found any audience reveals a much deeper narcissism: that
of its viewers.
This is a narcissism stoked by the still and moving images we are given to
consume. Posturing as distillations, films like Life in a Day are nothing more than
reductive views of reality. Here are the pieces, directors like Macdonald say, now make it
into your own. And we do, time and time again, until we are walled in all around with
mirrors for representation.
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And Yet It Moves

I.
In Speak, Memory, Vladimir Nabokov wrote:
The cradle rocks above an abyss, and common sense tells
us that our existence is but a brief crack of light between
two eternities of darkness. Although the two are identical
twins, man, as a rule, views the prenatal abyss with more
calm than the one he is headed for (at some forty-five
hundred heartbeats an hour).

II.
Things that have may have happened:
1. On the evening of March 2, 1610, Galileo Galilei held the end of the telescope
fixed on a stand in his garden. The ground beneath his feet was soft from the
spring rain that had fallen earlier that day. Leaning forward, he peered into the
end of the telescope and swung it around toward that same spot in the sky. The
same place he looked every night. For months he had tweaked and adjusted the
instrument, imploring it to magnify further, let him see deeper into the skies
above his Italian home. Tonight he could see the moons, tiny specks of light
hovering over the curves of Jupiter. One, two, three, four, he counted them. But
tonight something looked… different. Galileo squinted and leaned in closer. They
looked almost as though they were moving. Not gliding along the path that all
celestial bodies followed in their familiar and graceful orbit around the exquisite
Earth… but instead around Jupiter. Was it possible? In that moment the rhythm of
the universe faltered a beat for Galileo and the arcs of shooting stars and the face
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of the moon and all of existence revealed itself to him. And he found that while he
was still standing in the cool of his garden, his feet were planted on the crust of a
planet not in the center, but on the periphery of a galaxy that stretched out beyond
him and all of memory.
2. The sun wasn’t up yet. Four men crept through the dewy quiet of the early
Alabama morning. Reaching the back of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, they
slid a box beneath the steps, tucking it out of sight. They turned and walked back
to the street where a turquoise Chevrolet was parked. The sound of the engine
turning over hardly disturbed the still of the city not yet awakened. It was Sunday,
September 15, 1963. At 10:22 am, twenty-six children filed down the narrow
steps inside the church toward the basement assembly room, preparing to hear a
sermon entitled “The Love That Forgives.” At that precise moment, the box, filled
to the top with dynamite, exploded beneath the back steps, sending shards of brick
and cement and glass through the Birmingham morning, blowing a hole in the
church’s rear wall, and killing four girls, ages eleven through fourteen. Every
stained-glass window in the church was shattered but one that showed a scene of
Christ leading a group of little children.
3.

The year was 396 BC and the Olympic games were afoot. Though strong and
athletic like her Spartan brothers, 46-year-old Kynisca could do no more than
pace the street outside the coliseum and wait. If she stood still and quieted her
breath, ignored the slamming of her heart in her chest, she could almost hear the
thunder of hooves. Her four-horse chariot team—horses bred and trained and
cared for by her—were racing at that very moment. As a woman, she could only
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hand the reins off to a male driver and wait. It would still be some time before the
roars of the crowd could be heard, before the men streamed out onto the streets
from inside the stadium, before she could find her brother, Agesilaus II, who
would hand her the wreath and the bronze statue of a chariot and a horse. It would
be longer, still, before the hero-shrine of Kynisca would be erected in Sparta at
Plant-tree grove, a place before reserved only for Spartan kings to be honored.
The inscription would read:
Kings of Sparta are my father and brothers
Kyniska, victorious with a chariot of swift-footed
horses,
have erected this statue. I declare myself the only
woman
in all Hellas to have won this crown.
I have no reason to believe that these things didn’t happen, but how can I say that they
did? Galileo standing among the crickets in the grass, the smoke from a southern Baptist
church, the dust kicked up behind a chariot. I know what grass feels like, I know the
smell of smoke, the taste of dust. But I can no better stand in the ash and rubble fifty
years ago as I can listen for the clattering hooves of a team of horses two-thousands years
ago. They are mere abstractions. They are things that came before.

What I know:
At 11:06 am on April 11, 1982, Easter Sunday, a baby girl was born. She was seven
pounds and thirteen ounces. She peered around the white-walled room, her eyes seeing
faces and windows and a television mounted to the wall. She wailed. She had ten fingers
and ten toes. That baby was me.
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III.
From the earliest I can remember, I was fascinated by the fact of my existence. As
a child I laid in my twin-sized bed at night, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on my
ceiling, my mind working. It always began the same way. What if our house wasn’t here?
I would imagine my family’s plot of South Jersey pinelands without the hazy grey
farmhouse, without the rusty storm cellar door or the peeling white paint of the knobby
porch railing. Not bulldozed or blown up by dynamite, but just never there. Then my little
town with the narrow main street that wound a crooked path first laid down by wagon
wheels some two hundred years before. My school, the funeral parlor, Riviera Pizza, the
Methodist church. All of it, never there. No cars, no animals, no trees, no blue sky. Piece
by piece, I dismantled the world I knew, trying to find my way to a reality where there
was no world.
The universe to me then existed—and still does in many ways—as some great
cosmic accident. That I was there to lie in my bed and stare up at those peel-and-stick
stars on my ceiling was not due to an act of providence, but merely happenstance. I had
no science or religion supporting my theory of existence, just a feeling: this could have
all just not been here. I needed to understand this and, to understand it, I needed to
imagine the alternative.
Demolishing the universe was relatively easy. Once I got past the few miles
surrounding my home on Buddtown Road, my camera panned out to a view of the solar
system I had seen in my books in school. All nine planets—this was before Pluto was
demoted—were lined up in a row behind the Sun. I could flick each away, out of sight,
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gone. Even the Sun and the moon and, if I focused hard enough, I could will away the
billions of stars. But what I was always left with was a black space where these celestial
bodies and gasses once lived. It was a place. It existed. In order to fully imagine that
world, there could be no space. And this was the hump I could never get over.
There was always something left. The galaxy became a white, empty canvas or a
long, narrow blade of desolate black sky. And I was there to see it, to bear witness to this
intergalactic holocaust. Try as I might, I could never wrap my mind around the idea of
truly nothing—most especially the lack of me. My brain would short-circuit, take me
back to step one, or focus my attention on the weight of my blankets or the narrow gash
of light beneath my bedroom door.
I could undo life as we know it, stamp out nearly the entire universe, but I could
not kill off myself.

IV.
I read a story in Reader’s Digest when I was a child. It was about a little girl who
grew up watching television each night with her older brother and sister. Sometimes they
watched mysteries and cop dramas. The little girl would sit on the floor in front of the set
and watch with rapt attention as the shows unfolded. Whenever anything happened that
caused the little girl to get scared for a character, her siblings would assuage her concerns
by telling her, “Don’t worry, he won’t die. He’s the main character.”
The girl was an active one and her daytime adventures took her deep into the
woods behind her country home and over brooks and up trees. It was not unusual for her
to return with muddy feet and leaves mixed into her hair. “What were you doing?” her

153

mother would ask her when she returned home. “I was catching frogs,” she might have
answered or “I was building a fort.” Her mother tolerated her daughter’s spirited
excursions because she appreciated her independent nature and trusted that she would
stay in the relative safety of the woods.
One day, however, the mother received a call from a neighbor who informed her
that she had seen the little girl walking on the train trestles a couple of miles down the
road. That evening the mother admonished her daughter. “You have no idea how
dangerous that is,” she scolded the little girl. “You could have been killed!” The child
looked up at her mother, shook her head, and said, “No, mommy, I won’t die. I’m the
main character.”

V.
I know, however, of a young chronophobiac who
experienced something like panic when looking for the first
time at homemade movies that had been taken a few weeks
before his birth. He saw a world that was practically
unchanged — the same house, the same people — and then
realized that he did not exist there at all and that nobody
mourned his absence. He caught a glimpse of his mother
waving from an upstairs window, and that unfamiliar
gesture disturbed him, as if it were some mysterious
farewell. But what particularly frightened him was the sight
of a brand-new baby carriage standing there on the porch;
even that was empty, as if, in the reverse order of events,
his very bones had disintegrated.
-Vlamimir Nabakov

VI.
Last year I spent some time working in the front office of Competition Cams, an
automotive business in Memphis. The pay wasn’t great, but the hours were flexible and
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allowed me to work around my graduate classes. My job more or less centered around
generic office tasks. For a few weeks, I was saddled with the chore of sifting through old
boxes of paperwork pulled out of storage and deciding if there was anything that should
be saved. The rest would be shredded. Most of the documents were 15-30 years old and
were largely routine correspondence and inner-office memos. In one dated October 7,
1984, a manager alerted the employees to a change in time-keeping methods. In another
from July 22, 1991, an engineer detailed plans to test a new transmission for an upcoming
tradeshow.
As I rummaged through the musty boxes, read the paperwork, and scanned the
dates, something stirred in me. It wasn’t that the documents were interesting; on the
contrary, it was that they were so mundane, so perfunctory, all so obsolete. There was
nothing important, nothing that needed to be saved, nothing even memorable about any
of them. And yet, each message reflected a time when those managers and technicians
and engineers were in that moment. The memos and letters were snapshots of an ordinary
day.
I had owned those days, too. I was living a life on October 7, 1984 and July 22,
1991. A life that somehow wasn’t reflected in those documents, as though the lives of
those employees didn’t bend and move with the tides of my life. I began to look for dates
that were my dates.
April 11, 1988: my birthday. This evening my father will come home from the
office and he, my mother, brother, sister, and I will eat chicken nuggets, because
they are my favorite. After dinner, my mom will slip out of the kitchen and, a
minute later, someone will turn off the lights, and she will reappear carrying a
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cake, six candles on it burning. Everyone will sing. I will make a wish that may or
may not come true. Afterward, my parents will invite me outside to where they
will stand on the driveway at the back of my father’s gold Subaru. One of them
will pop open the trunk revealing to me my very first bike: a pink Huffy with
training wheels. Mom will snap a photograph of me pumping my arms in delight,
my blond pigtails swinging at my shoulders.
April 11, 1988: a junior level automotive engineer requested an additional two
weeks to tweak the design on a new cam shaft.
June 15, 1995: a Thursday in the days leading up to my eighth grade graduation.
It is hot this month because the air conditioning is broken at school. The air smells
like sweat and new yearbooks. I am stick-skinny, prepubescent, and wear shortshorts to show off my slender legs. When Mrs. Evans asks me to hold my arms at
my sides to check the length, I hunch up my shoulders and get away with it. In
class, the backs of my thighs stick to the plastic desk chairs in the South Jersey
humidity, but it is worth it. My legs are my best feature and I need Andrew
Wilkins to see them. Junior high is almost over and I am still waiting for my first
kiss.
On June 15, 1995, Competition Cams introduced a direct deposit payroll option to
its employees.
December 13, 1981: I am in utero. In less than four months I will swallow my
first breath of oxygen. Today I am tethered to a cord and swimming in amniotic
fluid. I clench and unclench my fists. My fingers are the length of eye lashes. I
move inside a person whose face I haven’t seen yet, but who is decorating a

156

Christmas tree. She is hanging a glazed cookie that looks like a sleigh that one
day I will hang and one day my dog will eat to bits. Next year she will hang an
ornament shaped like a rattle that will read “Baby’s First Christmas.”
December 13, 1981: all employees were reminded that the parking lot will be
repaved the following week and everyone must park on the street.
That my life in New Jersey and the lives of the employees at Competition Cams
could be happening at once and yet so far removed should not have been a revelation. But
it disturbed me. That a small automotive business in Memphis, Tennessee could carry on
their business identically both before and after I was born was an affront to what I learned
as a child—what I held at my core—that everyone aged in relation to my age and moved
in response to the flailing of my arms. It was as though Clarence the angel was showing
me what would have happened if I were never born and the results were that everything
would have been exactly as it was. Time cards would have been stamped, cam shafts
would have been tested, and memos would have been typed.
Holding those papers in the cool quiet of the office, centuries collapsed.
I stood not in Memphis, Tennessee, but in a garden in Pisa, Italy. In a moment,
the secrets of the universe had undressed themselves, laid bare, and, seeing down a
telescope of time, I found my place inside a blink of the galaxy, on the periphery of
everything and nothing.
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